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This study investigates the ethnic identity of the 1.5 and second-generation of Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrants to Germany and the U.S. in the most recent wave of immigration. 
Between 1989 and the mid-2000s, approximately 320,000 Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants 
departed the (former) Soviet Union for the U.S. and an additional 220,000 moved to Germany. 
The 1.5 and second-generations have successfully integrated into mainstream institutions, like 
schools and the workforce, but not the co-ethnic Jewish community in each country. Moreover, 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants are subject to a number of critiques, most prominently, of 
having a ‘thin culture’ that relies on abstract forms of ethnic expression and lacks in frequent and 
concrete forms of identification (Gitelman 1998).  
The study asks several questions: how the 1.5 and second-generation see themselves as a 
distinctive social group? Where do they locate social boundaries between themselves and others? 
How do they maintain them? Close family ties lie at the center of the group’s ethnic identity. 
Russian-speaking cultures offer an alternative, and in the mind of the 1.5 and second-generation, 
superior approach to relating to family and friends, where, for example, being an unmarried adult 
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does not contradict living at home or where youths and adults can socialize in the same setting. 
Their understandings and practices of family often run counter to the expectations of the 
mainstream in both Germany and the U.S. of what it means to be an independent adult. The 
organization and expectation of social relations among these immigrants reflect not only their 
different national origins, but their constitution as a distinctive moral community. Different foods 
and language use support these immigrants’ sense of group distinctiveness and reinforce the 
centrality of family as a shared ethnic practice.  
Immigration has endowed family practices with the capacity to impart a sense of 
distinctiveness to the 1.5 and second-generation by changing the context in which close family 
ties are practiced. Transported across national borders these practices now contrast with 
prevailing understandings of family and serve as a cultural resource. Moreover, Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrants have benefited, both culturally and economically, from state 
policies that granted them refugee status and enabled them to cross national borders as families 
and avoid years of separation other immigrants often must endure. The distinctiveness of 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants’ family practices is relative to those of the receiving 
country’s mainstream, but not those of other immigrant groups. As a result, a sense of group 
difference and belonging anchored in these practices may be challenging to impart to the third 
generation, who are removed from the immigration experience. Nevertheless, the 1.5 and 
second-generation experience their family relationships, obligations and expectations as anything 
but ‘thin’. They inform consequential decisions, are encountered regularly, and offer meaning to 
their lives as individuals, children and members of an immigrant and ethnic group. 
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This study draws on in-depth interviews in New York City and multiple locations in 
Germany with 93 Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants who arrived at the age of 13 or younger 
or were born in the U.S. or Germany. Despite the different history and structure of Jewish 
communities in the U.S. and Germany, 1.5 and second-generation Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants’ experience in each country have much in common with one another, a finding that 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Soviet Jewish immigration 
The dissolution of the Soviet Union unleashed a stream of immigrants over the decades 
that followed. Over one and a half million Jewish immigrants departed to Israel, the U.S. and 
Germany among other countries. They joined millions of non-Jewish immigrants, who sought 
better fortunes for themselves and their children. Their exit from Russian-speaking lands marked 
one more wave of emigration that has broken over the past century, spanning Czarist Russia, the 
Bolshevik Revolution, the Soviet empire and now post-Soviet republics. In part, the latest wave 
of Jewish immigration represents an extension of the prior one. Throughout the 1970s and until 
1982, the Soviet Union permitted limited emigration, responding to a series of incentives and 
pressures from the U.S. and other countries. Nearly three hundred thousand Jewish immigrants 
successfully undertook the arduous process of applying for emigration, before Soviet leadership 
halted the outflow (Tolts 2016: 24). The introduction of Perestroika in 1987 and the beginning of 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union two years later opened the door for many more to emigrate. 
Gone were the punitive requirements of departure taxes, retroactive debts for education, forced 
resignations, and the awkward request of family for permission to leave; those contemplating 
departure earlier in the decade could now do so (Simon 1997: 56-7). While in earlier waves, the 
threat posed by the state to life, limb and liberty had led many to emigrate, the most recent wave 
persisted due to an absence of intervention by the state. The lawlessness and uncertainty of the 
early 1990s filled the vacuum left by the demise of an autocratic state, with one source of peril 
replacing another. Surveys of immigrants who arrived in the U.S. and Germany in the early 
1990s report that fear of antisemitism and discrimination were the leading reasons motivating 
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their departure. Jewish immigrants were not alone in leaving at this time either. Two and a half 
million Ethnic Germans immigrated to Germany through 2005 (Haug 2005: 5; Gulina 2010: 43); 
there are nearly one million U.S. residents who were born in the (former) Soviet Union1 (U.S. 
Census Bureau 2016), which far exceeds the number of Jewish immigrants who resettled in the 
U.S. (See Tolts 2016 in Chapter 2). To the good fortune of Russian-speaking Jews, the potential 
threat antisemitism and discrimination largely did not materialize, and the relaxed admission 
criteria meant to accommodate them were nevertheless maintained. This enabled many Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrants to select among destination countries. 
 
Soviet Jewish life 
The position of Jews in the Soviet Union was often precarious. The USSR’s early 
decades were marked by aggressive efforts to uproot religious organizations and their influence 
from the social fabric. Initially, a non-religious Yiddish-centered culture took its place, but it too 
was soon supplanted by a hollow set of ethnic categories applied to all Soviet minorities. The 
Holocaust ravaged communities in the Baltic states, Belarus, Ukraine and Russia – a swath of 
Czarist-era areas sanctioned for Jewish residence and named the Pale of Settlement – that 
remained densely populated by Jews throughout the postwar period. Indeed, Soviet Jews also 
served among the forces that contributed to the defeat of Nazi Germany. On the home front, the 
war effort necessitated mass evacuations of people, factories and equipment from many of the 
same countries situated near the battle front to Central Asia. The end of the war, however, did 
                                                 
1 I write “former” in parentheses, because some immigrants included in this study departed from the Soviet Union, 
prior to its dissolution in December 1991, and others afterward, and hence from the successor republics. 
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not lead to a change in Soviet Union’s relationship with its Jewish citizens. The Holocaust was 
recognized only indirectly; the war experience instead was ‘internationalized’, its victories and 
losses shared by all Soviet peoples. State sponsored antisemitism returned with the entrenchment 
of the Cold War, of which the Doctor’s Plot was emblematic. Stalin pursued a conspiracy theory 
that Jewish doctors were plotting against Soviet leadership, and it dissipated only with his 
sudden passing in 1953. The political and cultural thaw that followed proved short-lived for 
Soviet Jews as well as for others. However, access to universities and institutes and opportunity 
for advancement in the workplace – areas where Soviet Jews, notwithstanding the challenging 
political conditions, had until then enjoyed success – became more constrained in the 1960s and 
onward. This prompted many to consider emigration. Like any group, and especially one 
numbering in the millions, Soviet Jews were diverse. Many were committed to the Soviet 
enterprise. Some in its early decades were committed to its political and economic program, 
others saw promise in the country’s immense sacrifice against Nazi Germany’s murderous 
expansionism, and still others achieved recognition for their achievement in the arts, academia 
and industry. Yet, many were less committed, having found themselves caught on the wrong side 
of the Iron Curtain.  
Notwithstanding the material shortages of everyday life in the Soviet Union and the 
political constraints posed, Soviet Jews were invested in Russian culture. Immersion in the 
empire’s language and high culture became emblematic of Soviet Jewish life. The multifaceted 
relationship with the Soviet Union is reflected in marriage patterns as well. While antisemitism 
was promulgated by the state and found popular acceptance, by the end of the Soviet Union, 
Soviet Jews were more likely to marry a non-Jewish partner than a Jewish one. They found 
4 
 
acceptance and embrace, albeit at times incomplete and often limited to select social domains. 
They carried this complex relationship with them. Immigrants from the (former) Soviet Union 
typically express neither remorse nor embarrassment about their Soviet past and evince pride in 
the achievements of Soviet Jews. Their stance confounds native-born Jews in Germany and the 
U.S. Indeed, their decades-long residence in the U.S. and Germany has resulted in little 
substantive cultural interaction between the communities; even today American Jews and Jews in 
Germany know little of the achievements and contributions of Soviet Jews. The abiding focus on 
deprivation and loss elides the large swaths of social life and communal history that have 
continued to resonate with Soviet Jews even after immigration. The 1.5 and second generations 
have come of age at the confluence of communal and national narratives, aware of their own and 
their parents’ immigration, the life and society they departed, and immersed in the country where 
they have resettled.  
 
Study’s research focus 
This study investigates the contents and contours of the 1.5 and second generations’ 
identity as Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants in Germany and the U.S.: what being a Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrant means to this group of young immigrants, where it draws its 
significance and how it proves to be, or might prove to be, important in shaping their choices and 
actions. Studying identity is like peering through a kaleidoscope. There are many colors and 
shapes in view, some in focus and some less so. Identities are not exclusive, and some may be 
primary at one point in time, but secondary at another.  In focusing only on their identities as 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, I do not imply that other identities, like gender, sexuality 
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or profession, are secondary. For some of those interviewed they loom large, while not for 
others. Consequentially, this study is not attempting to summarize how this group identifies in 
general or locate each identity in relation to others.  
This study also approaches being a Russian-speaking Jewish immigrant as a conjoint 
identity. Studying only their Russian-ness, Jewish-ness or immigrant identity in the absence of 
the others would result in a skewed and partial picture. Each element, immigrant, Jewish and 
refugee, is constructed by the other. The study takes as its point of departure that Russian-
speaking Jews are a social group and not merely a semantic, legal or bureaucratic invention. 
They have ways of being and social ties that demarcate a social boundary between members of 
their group and those of others. This boundary is highly porous, meaning they freely interact 
with other Jews, Russian-speakers, Americans or Germans. However, Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants register, both substantively in the things they do or say, and emotionally, in how they 
feel in the presence of other members of their group, feel that they share something with other 
members of their group that they do not with others.  
The central question motivating this study is how, if at all, do the 1.5 and second 
generation view itself as a distinctive social group? Along which characteristics or experiences 
do they draw boundaries between themselves and others? And what do we learn about group, 
and specifically ethnic, identity from their immigration experience and subsequent integration? 
Given the extensive support the native-born Jewish community offered immigrants, and 
substantial political organizing that occurred in the final decades of the Soviet Union, we might 
assume they identify with their native-born peers, their shared Jewishness serving as an 
organizing principle. The shared emphasis on education, and a distinctive sense of humor are 
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features of the Soviet Jewish identity as well as of the Jewish communities they entered. 
Immigrants also had substantial interaction with Jewish communal organizations, which could 
deepen and enliven their shared ethno-religious bond. Yet, Judaism, as a religious practice and 
identity, was absent from the Soviet Jewish experience and likely would not offer a basis for a 
shared, group identity. It serves as a reference point and institutional logic for many parts of the 
long-established, native-born Jewish community but remains unfamiliar and even foreign to 
many Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants. The doubt expressed by many community actors 
about the authenticity of these immigrants’ Jewish bona fides marks the enduring social distance 
that separates the two groups. The very different history and practices of Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrants have found little resonance with native-born peers. This offers dim prospects 
for a strong, shared ethnic identity. Indeed, other researchers of the 1.5 and second generations of 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants in the U.S. and Germany describe the relationship between 
the two groups as ambivalent. A study in New York City a decade ago found that these young 
immigrants readily identified as New Yorkers, an identity that easily accommodates differences 
and avoids the question of whether and how their identities overlap (Kasinitz et al. 2008). 
The definition of immigrant generations in this study attempts to be alert to differences in 
the experiences of younger immigrants. The 1.5 and second generations were socialized in part 
in (former) Soviet Union and in part in the receiving country, while the socialization of the 
second generation occurs almost exclusive in the receiving country. As this study investigates the 
reproduction of identity, I adopt a broader definition of second-generation that includes both 
those born in the receiving country as well as those who arrived at the age of five or younger. 
Although the location of their birth differs, under “second-generation” I group together those 
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whose earliest memories are likely of the receiving rather than sending country, as memories the 
earliest years of life typically do not persist into adulthood. A study focusing on health, 
educational or labor market experiences, outcomes more readily contingent on access to material 
rather than just cultural resources, might employ a different definition. “Native-born” is used in 
this study to refer to the long-established co-ethnic Jewish community, third-generation 
immigrants and higher in the U.S. and Germany. Although “second-generation” immigrants are 
born in the receiving country, and therefore native-born as well, the labels of the groups in this 
study are meant to highlight each group’s social location in relation to other groups rather than to 
emphasize geography. 
The intersection of nationality, ethnicity, and religion creates an awkward mix of group 
descriptors – like lengthy term (i.e., Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants) employed in this 
study. The sheer number of labels in use focuses attention on terminology, inviting observers to 
ask which ordering or combination of terms – Russian, Jewish, American or German – best 
expresses this group’s identity. Yet, rather than focus on what they are, this study asks how they 
are: how are Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants distinctive? What characteristics distinguish 
their social experience from their native-born peers, Jewish and non-Jewish?  
A number of studies emphasize the various, often creative and hybrid, forms of religious 
practice among Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants. Implicitly, these studies appear to attend to 
the harshest criticism of this group, their deeply held atheism prior to immigration and often 
persistent disinterest in congregational religion after arrival. In fact, Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants represent a minority of denominational membership, few identify as devout 
adherents, and apart from congregations of Bukharian and Mountain Jews, from Central Asian 
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republics and Caucuses, they have made few imprints on the religious Jewish landscape in 
Germany and the U.S. This approach, however, encourages us to overlook the important ways in 
which post-Soviet understandings of secular differ from those of native-born Jews. Instead, this 
study attempts to contextualize the distinctive understanding of secular Jewishness among these 
immigrants, its history and persisting influence. 
The interviews that comprise this study indeed investigate questions of religion, 
nationality and language, and allowed informants to locate the locus of difference they perceived 
between themselves and others. Perhaps unsurprisingly, they emphasized family. The closeness 
of family ties they practice as compared with their native-born peers reveals a difference in their 
conception of family dynamics as well as adult-youth relationships more broadly. Like many 
immigrant groups, the cultivation and celebration of individual autonomy in American and 
(western) German culture contrasts sharply with the more communitarian practices of immigrant 
parents and grandparents. This divide is palpable when it relates to family ties. While the 1.5 and 
second-generations otherwise have embraced the language and civic institutions of the receiving 
society, these immigrants gladly defer in adopting the prevailing American or German attitudes 
and behaviors towards family. Family here is a practice rather than just a unit. It represents more 
than close relatives or a household arrangement and delineates a mode of social relations. The 
emphasis is placed not on what set of relations are included, the mother, father, sibling or cousin, 
but rather on how these social relations are enacted, the sharing and intimacy expected, the 
warmth and embrace exchanged. Family functioned as an important “support network, especially 
in the face of [a] hostile outer society” for to Soviet Jews (Remennick 2007: 26). It constituted an 
element to their ethnic identity, albeit secondary to their “high valuation of education, hard 
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effort, and intellectualism” (25). The 1.5 and second-generations were happily spared the 
hardships of exclusion and discrimination and have not been compelled to prove themselves 
worthy of membership in the mainstream. For these younger generations of immigrants, striving 
and ambition for excellence in education and occupation are not the most salient features of 
ethnic attachment. Family served as a source of support as they, parents and children, faced the 
challenges of resettlement and integration, and has remained a prominent source of distinction. 
Indeed, family as a primary dimension of difference summarizes much about the Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrant experience. Family can emerge as primary factor, in part, because 
structural hurdles are negligible. As phenotypically white immigrants, they have encountered 
few barriers in achieving success in school and the workplace. Their Jewish identity, however 
defined, has proven advantageous from enabling their immigration and onward.  
Zvi Gitelman’s description of Russian-speaking Jews as bearing a ‘thin culture’ has 
framed and motivated much of the work on this group over the past two decades.2 ‘Thin culture’ 
takes the form of commonly held values, understandings and interpretations.  He writes, “Many 
Jews in and from the former Soviet Union believe that Jews are linked by a high esteem for 
education and the professions, that they have higher moral standards than others, and that they 
make disproportionate contributions to culture” (Gitelman 1998: 123). This contrasts with 
‘thicker’ forms of group expression that manifest more frequently and concretely in everyday 
                                                 
2 While Gitelman cogently describes and develops the argument, the critique he offers, in broad strokes, predates 
this work. For example, Markowitz’s insightful ethnography of a community in Brighton Beach (1999) grapples 
with the same issues. She addresses the question of whether Russian-speaking Jews lack social institutions. A main 
thrust of the criticism of Russian-speaking Jews was that they did not become members of Jewish communal 
organizations of the native-born community. As rates of institutional membership among American Jews have 
fallen, the focus has shifted to the absence of other forms of ‘thick’ culture that the native-born possess, but 
immigrants do not.  
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life, like a shared language, dress, food (restrictions), or religious practices. (ibid). These forms 
of ‘thick culture’ anchor a group’s distinctiveness in events and practices that are easier to 
identify and transmit to younger members of the group. Abstract forms of expression result in a 
‘thinner’ set of distinctive attitudes, beliefs, and practices that are more vulnerable to erosion 
over the years and decades needed to successfully reproduce a sense of group distinctiveness in 
the next generation. The pejorative designation of the culture of Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants as ‘thin’ implies that its contents are of less interest and importance. Moreover, it has 
galvanized analysts, often immigrants of the same group and wave themselves, to identify and 
highlight ‘thick’ culture, in often hybrid and inventive forms. This might explain the prominence 
of religion in Gromova (2013) and Hegner’s (2008) analysis of younger Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrants in Berlin and Chicago despite most immigrants identifying as secular. 
Changes in group expression and identification relevant to a discussion of thick and thin 
culture require a generational timeframe, as they are noticeable only over the course of decades. 
This diverts attention from contemporary expressions and understandings of group belonging. By 
uncoupling our interest in group identity from the question of its potential to persist, we can 
attend more fully to examining its form and contents. Removing the implied value judgement of 
‘thin’ culture from the research field, releases us to look more closely and seriously at what 
motivates young immigrants’ sense of belonging. It allows us to take seriously their earnest 
expressions of group identity while not disregarding their lack of familiarity with Jewish 
traditions and history, which native-born Jews take for granted. Among later generations of 
immigrants, this contradiction between expression and practice is resolved as ‘symbolic identity’ 
(Gans 1979). However, immigration complicates the application of symbolic identity here. The 
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erosion of religious and traditional attachments in the Soviet Union was sudden and violent, not 
the progressive reduction in practice and belief on which Gans builds his work. And the varied 
and persistent forms of antagonism that Soviet Jews experienced throughout the Soviet period 
substantively shape their lives in the present, having spurred the latest wave of immigration. 
While the outcomes look similar – ethnic labels hollowed of enduring ethnic practice – the paths 
they have followed are decidedly different. Immigration functions as a formative experience that 
recasts and renews identities, situating what was once familiar and taken for granted in a new 
setting where it can be realized anew. Success is not a foregone conclusion of this interaction or 
exchange. As argued in the conclusion, equipped with an understanding of the dimensions of 
group identity, we can better appreciate how immigrants’ identity has taken shape. 
 
Immigrant, Jewish, and refugee 
In the interviews conducted for this study, 1.5 and second-generation immigrants spoke 
passionately about being Jewish, thoughtfully about the challenges of immigration, but they most 
insightfully and movingly described the distinctiveness of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants3 
when they related how they understood the roles and responsibilities of family membership. 
While it may not be noticeable to those who do not interact with them in the home and family 
setting, these young immigrants notice it. They feel that their conception and enactment of 
family relationships, and intergenerational ties more broadly, sets them meaningfully apart from 
that of their native-born peers. Immigration has enabled this distinctiveness. It transplanted a set 
of social relations common in post-Socialist countries, where the civic sphere was hollowed out 
                                                 
3 This study focuses on a subset of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants. See the study’s criteria later in this chapter. 
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and trusting relationships were concentrated in the home. Their Jewishness enabled their 
immigration to the U.S. and Germany. The crucible of government-sponsored antisemitism and 
bureaucratic Soviet nationalism imparted to them a strong sense of ethnic belonging. Yet, the 
strident, Soviet form of secularism that molded their Jewishness also meant they had hardly even 
a passing familiarity with Jewish history or religious ritual that is commonplace among their 
native-born peers. 
Refugee status lies at the intersection of these elements. The opportunity to immigrate as 
refugees, a class of immigrants benefiting from special provisions, provided them with economic 
and ethnic resources that proved valuable. This meant that they could arrive as families, avoiding 
the sequential immigration common among economic migrants, who confront years of separation 
that come at high emotional and economic costs. Adult parents emigrated together, along with 
their children, and often their parents and their siblings and their families as well. Family could 
serve as a source of distinctiveness not only because they successfully reproduced and 
refashioned the values, roles and expectations acquired through their exposure to Soviet culture. 
The exceptional circumstances of their immigration created conditions that facilitated the 
development of family as a cultural resource and equally notably did not inhibit it.  
While Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants obviously do not share the immigrant or 
refugee classification with native-born Jewish communities, they do share the categorical 
identification as Jewish. In relocating Soviet-socialized Jewish immigrants alongside their 
native-born co-ethnics, we can better observe how the same identity term houses vastly different 
meanings. A religious conception of Jewishness motivated the extraordinary immigration 
allowances this group received. The Lautenberg Amendment in the U.S., for example, lowered 
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the burden of proof required for approval of refugee status for religious minorities from the 
Soviet Union. The re-unified Germany adopted a special allowance for Soviet Jewish 
immigration with the aim of reviving a Jewish community, which it recognizes chiefly as a 
religious body. The conception of Jewishness immigrants brought with them differs from that of 
the native-born community, however. The formidable force of Soviet socialization had shaped it 
by violently uprooting religious institutions and influence, and then refashioning it as a legal and 
bureaucratic category. Different conceptions of what constituted a Jewish identity were easy for 
immigrants and their native-born co-ethnics each to sustain when separated by borders. 
Immigration placed them in close proximity to one another, in two national settings where 
affiliating as Jewish is voluntary, and in doing so helps reveal the elements of ethnic identity that 
make it elastic. 
 
Theories of ethnic identity 
This work engages a long history of theorizing on ethnic identity. It starts with the notion 
that bearing a sense of distinctiveness results both from things a group might do that are different 
from others as well as from the geography of social boundaries. Boundaries are not simply the 
place where a group’s activities or presence thins, a barren cultural frontier that lies between 
groups. They are instead regions of active maintenance, sometimes hardened, sometimes 
softened, sometimes shifted or dissolved. They exist in their own right, independently of whether 
the attitudes or behaviors of the population on one side of the boundary substantively differ from 
those on the other. The pendulum has swung successively from focusing on the limits of groups 
to analyzing what comprises, motivates or perpetuates the ideas and practices they hold in 
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common, and back again. The work of Frederick Barth (1998) broached a new approach to this 
field, in rejecting the notion that culture is an essential characteristic of a group, and offering 
instead that the location of group boundaries represents an example of human manipulation of 
difference. Many theorists contribute to this field, and this study draws substantively on the work 
of Stephen Cornell (1996) that explains how differences in attitudes, behaviors and practices 
result in varying gradations of distinctiveness depending on the character and organization of the 
group. Ann Swidler’s (1986) work conceptualizes culture as the motivator and molder of action, 
focusing our attention on the role it plays in how things are done, rather than to what end they are 
done. These theorists’ ideas equip this work to study a group whose practices are often different 
relative to those of the mainstream, and therefore harder to identify and parse on first glance. 
Implicitly, this work also draws on the rejuvenation of the analytical use of the ‘mainstream’ by 
Richard Alba and Victor Nee (2003), and their presentation of how different forms of boundary 
work produce meaningful social distance between groups. 
The framework in investigating and presenting how Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants 
of the 1.5 and second generations understand their group identity is one suggested by Rogers 
Brubaker and Frederick Cooper (2000). In their discussion of alternatives to the over-used term 
and over-extended concept of identity, they enumerate its component parts, as they define them, 
as a potential remediation. This formulation treats the experience of group membership, 
groupness, as a distinct component of streamlined typology of group identity. Groupness does 
not venture to define the substance of group membership; it is the knowledge and experience that 
one is traversing a social boundary, the sense one has when in specific places or with certain 
people that one is part of the in-group. While this conceptualization is unidimensional, and thus 
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deviates from how others have employed it, it serves the needs of this study. Immigration shifted 
the cultural landscape of Russian-speaking Jews such that experiences that made them distinctive 
in the (former) Soviet Union, like those of antisemitism, were thankfully memories, and practices 
that were prevalent, like strong family ties, now differentiate them from the receiving country’s 
mainstream and their native-born, co-ethnic peers. The secular conception and practice of 
Jewishness also lacked currency in the new cultural setting, proving difficult to translate to their 
native-born peers, Jewish and otherwise. Typically, groupness is connected with other essential 
components of group identity, tightly woven into sets of distinctive practices and social ties. Yet 
here, among Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants of the 1.5 and second-generations, we find it 
readily exposed. These multiple movements of space and culture have left bare the feeling of 
group membership, and Brubaker and Cooper’s formulation offers a label to describe it, which 
opens a space to reflect upon, analyze and conceptualize this element of the social experience of 
group identity.  
 
Immigrants from (Post-)Socialist societies and the study of ethnic identity 
Brubaker and Cooper’s approach subordinates the roles of organizations in the 
construction of identity, a reflection of Brubaker’s research in Eastern Europe, where national 
and ethnic identities were codified and institutionalized to the benefit of those wielding power. 
For example, the Soviet state created dozens of ‘homelands’ across its wide expanse for each 
ethnonational group it recognized. These bureaucratic creations aligned with approved 
‘nationalities’ ascribed to citizens at birth, and which influenced educational and opportunities in 
later life. The Soviet regime’s aim “was not simply recognizing or ratifying a pre-existing state 
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of affairs; it was newly constituting both persons and places as national (Brubaker and Cooper 
2000: 26). The work of Zvi Gitelman (1998), a longtime scholar of Russian-speaking Jewish life, 
in both the Soviet Union and the U.S., broadly reflects similar concerns. He recognizes that the 
term ‘culture’ or ‘cultural group’ can reflect very different social experiences, and he attempts to 
offer more differentiated formulations to accurately reflect the character of the ties among group 
members. Gitelman seeks to differentiate between groups with a ‘thick culture’ and ‘thin 
culture’. The former offers both a conceptual framework, of shared principles and 
understandings, as well as active engagement through language use and distinctive practices. 
Thin culture, in Gitelman’s view, represents a residual form, only encompassing the passive 
elements of its thicker, former self. His inquiry is concerned not only with adequately describing 
the contemporary formulation of the group’s identity, but also with unfolding its implications for 
the future. He points to the problems that loom as “[g]roups and individuals impute different 
meanings to contemporary Jewishness” (Gitelman 1998: 127). If Jews have fewer shared 
experiences and interests with one another, have “no common Jewish language, and [have] fewer 
interactions with each other, then their values, understandings, and interpretations will no longer 
be shared to the same extent.” (123-124). Like Brubaker, Gitelman is motivated by the 
misapplication of sociological terms and the considerations and capacities they may mistakenly 
imply despite their absence. However, in contrast to Brubaker, his analysis leads to a very 
different conclusion. Gitelman views organizations, communal as well as national ones,4 as 
agents of thick culture.  Both Brubaker and Gitelman are concerned with the potential abuse of 
                                                 
4 Or even states, as his 1998 article deals with the interplay between nation and state in the history of Zionism, 
diaspora Jewry and Israel. 
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the power group identity commands, but they suggest opposing remedies. The different 
directions their works take highlight the potential of drawing on the experience of groups in 
(post-)Socialist societies to understand the dynamics of group, and particularly ethnic, identity. 
Employing both Brubaker’s and Gitelman’s approaches also makes visible the temporal 
dimension of the study of ethnic identity. Ethnic identities are at once of the past, present and 
future. They are to some degree inherited from a previous generation and bequeathed to the next 
one, reflecting the role of lineage and descent plays in differentiating ethnic identities from other 
forms of group identity. At the same time, they are also the product of active construction in the 
present, with often substantial energies invested in determining the boundaries and content that 
define and characterize the group. Brubaker’s work attends to a problem in the present: the risk 
inherent in attributing group rights to organizations without members, or in his memorable 
formulation, ethnicity without groups. Gitelman offers a historical view of the emergence of “a 
highly individualized ethnic identity” (128) and relates its implications to the future. The 
conceptualization of thin culture in Gitelman’s work pulls the future into the present: a group’s 
commonalities describe not just shared forms of thought or action, but also serve as a measure of 
the viability of this group in the future.  
The difference in Brubaker and Gitelman’s approaches reflects the timeframes embedded 
in the concepts they are studying. Brubaker grapples with ethnic identity while Gitelman is 
interested in the mechanisms of assimilation. Ethnic identity is often studied in the short-term 
(Green 2006: 247), emphasizing the agency of individuals and a group in defining who they are, 
and how they differ from others. Often these group members find themselves in a vulnerable 
position, subject to formidable structural forces and interacting with other groups that are often 
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more powerful than they are. Assimilation adopts a long-term perspective, where over time 
salient differences between groups wane and social distance between them narrows (Alba and 
Nee 2003). The longer perspective provides spaces to relate “tales of transformation – from 
foreigners to nationals – told over the long run may indeed allay short-term fears of presumed 
inassimilability.” (Green 2006: 249) Despite representing atypical studies within these streams of 
thought and research – Brubaker focuses on the manipulation of ethnic identity for individuals 
rather than the group, and Gitelman views assimilation of Jewish ethnic groups as an undesirable 
outcome – the timeframes that structure their approach nonetheless are patterned as would be 
expected given the research perspective they have selected. 
The ongoing negotiation of ethnic identity means that the tether linking the term and its 
meaning may with time diverge. As ethnic identity is constructed both through its contents and 
its limits, the implications of this development can be seen in both. In the absence of specific 
information about another person, a common ethnic identity facilitates connection, endowing 
both parties with confidence that despite never having interacted they share something they both 
deem meaningful, whether a history, belief, practice or taste. As members of a group assimilate 
into the social mainstream, the number of shared elements dwindles, and with them narrows 
“[t]he zone of common experiences that can be presumed for any group… This means that when 
two persons with similar ethnic ancestries meet for the first time, there is little they can assume is 
common to them both solely on the basis of ethnic background.” (Alba 1990: 300) A similar 
process is described by symbolic ethnicity (Gans 1979), emphasizing a different aspect of this 
development. Symbolic ethnicity describes a group identity that is marginal to one’s life. It is an 
elective association with an ethnic group that relies on symbols rather than association. Symbolic 
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ethnicity describes a practiced culture that atrophies and a symbolic culture that supersedes it. 
The loss of shared experience and expectation translates into a loss of language as individuals do 
not know what the identity term references in the minds of others who may share the same 
lineage but little else. 
Studies of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants have naturally tended to emphasize the 
experience of the first generation, who are adults, and often elderly. This study focuses on the 1.5 
and second generations whose rapid integration has meant shrinking social distance between 
them and the mainstream. Notably, this has not resulted in their alienation from their parents or 
brewing inter-generational tension, because the closeness of their family ties constitutes one of 
the areas in which they feel the greatest distinctiveness from their native-born peers, Jewish or 
not-Jewish. This is not the thick culture characterized by language, religion, or endogenous 
marriage. Yet, it is also not merely a question of perspective or principle that characterizes thin 
culture. More than a mere disposition, Russian-speaking Jewish immigrant’s practice of family 
reflects a different understanding of how adults and youth and parents and children should relate 
and leads them to make different choices than their peers in how they spend their time and where 
they choose to live. It succeeds in generating a sense of distinctiveness for this generation of 
young immigrants, in part because of the context in which it is practiced, running counter to one 
of the dominant values of advanced capitalist, liberal democratic societies like the U.S. and 
Germany, namely that of individual autonomy. Distance from one’s parents serves as one of the 
chief ways in which young adults demonstrate their independence. By contrast, close 
relationships with parents emphasize their dependence on the older generation, and thus, 




Seeking difference in the wrong places 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrant’s practice of family is distinctive in relation to the 
most important reference group, the mainstream, but unlike a language or religion, which may be 
spoken or adhered to by one group and not others, it is shared with others. Close family relations 
characterize many immigrant groups. A later generation may indeed find that this practice no 
longer serves as a cultural resource as it does not convey a sense of distinctiveness as it did 
earlier, and as a result shared ancestry for them holds little meaning. This qualifies their practice 
of family for the second, future-oriented attribute of thin culture. However, characterizing the 
culture of these immigrants as thin, as Gitelman does in later work (2003, 2012), encourages us 
to overlook meaningful social differences between Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants and the 
mainstream, and lends to mischaracterization of how they see themselves.   
This characterization of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants’ cultural practices is 
problematic on two counts. First, it prioritizes the future over the present, allowing questions 
over the persistence of ethnic distinctiveness to overshadow contemporary, lived experience. The 
strength of group ties and the depth of experience that result from Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants’ practice of family, for example, is discounted because it may not be borne by the 
next generation in a similar manner, if at all. Anna Shternshis in her analysis of Jewish culture 
during the post-Soviet era formulates this approach as follows: While “the ideal of the educated 
Jew who overcame prejudice is more appealing [to post-Soviet Jews] than the idea of the 
Yiddish-speaking Jew who possesses eternal truths,” she asks, “[i]s such a legacy legitimate? 
Can Jewish culture survive for generations on the premise of Jews as universalists and 
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intellectuals?” (2010: 123). A generation's adherence to or abandonment of the group's culture 
serves as a retroactive evaluation of their parents. An inter-generational dimension indeed 
inheres to ethnic identity, but it need not define it. We may to seek distinctiveness along 
expected dimensions of religion, language, or national origin, but should not miss more prosaic 
manifestations of difference that are not immediately apparent.  
Second, emphasizing ‘thin culture’ extends the social deficit model (Markowitz 2009: 
338) applied to immigrants, and particularly this group of immigrants, to the arena of ethnic 
identity. Soviet Jews were portrayed as the “The Jews of Silence”, “an oppressed people whose 
fate was tragic” in the 1960s (339) and then called the “kolbasa (sausage) immigration” 
motivated by the impending economic collapse of the Soviet Union in the 1990s (344). Once 
settled, they have been criticized for not donating to and participating in community institutions. 
Markowitz notes in the Israeli context, although this applies broadly to the U.S. and Germany as 
well, that they “surprised veteran Israelis… by asserting the value of the lives, the education, the 
professions, the architecturally rich imperial cities, and the high culture they had left behind” 
(340). Their materially poor existence in the Soviet Union created expectations on the part of 
scholars that Soviet Jews would be a culturally impoverished and ethnically diminished group.  
Defining ethnic affiliation through public manifestations and expressions of Jewishness 
seeks evidence of Jewish identification in places it is unlikely to be found and overlooks other 
manifestations of group identity. In the former Soviet Union boundaries rather than institutions 
were the primary force in shaping ethnic identity (Gitelman 2003: 55). Experiences of exclusion 
and discrimination, and the concern about their recurrence, whether for themselves and their 
children, underscored the social boundaries, often instantiated as law, that differentiated Jews 
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from non-Jews. These boundaries were typically involuntary, acting upon members of a group 
once they were assigned to it, while in the U.S. and Germany identification was largely, although 
not entirely, voluntary and supported by a robust institutional network.  
A number of studies and summaries of the more recent wave of immigration to both 
Germany and the U.S. illustrate the misalignment between the study and its subjects. An early 
nationwide survey of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, directed by Julius H. Schoeps, the 
head of the Moses Mendelssohn Center at the University of Potsdam and one of the early 
researchers of this migration included an index on religiosity. The study, fielded in 1993-1994, 
constitutes an impressive undertaking of a still very fluid population. Not surprisingly the 
measure finds that a quarter are not religious, another two-fifths are weakly religious and another 
fifth offered no response. Only one-eighth can be described as religious. The index summarizes a 
number of questions the survey included, like frequency of synagogue attendance in their 
country of origin (65% report never attending), in Germany (56% report going once a year or 
less), frequency of prayer (42% report never and another 23% answered ‘cannot say/don’t 
know’), identification with Ashkenazi or Sepharadi Judaism (65% answered ‘cannot say/don’t 
know’), identification with a denomination (e.g. reform, conservative, orthodox, Chassidic, etc.) 
and again two-thirds indicated ‘cannot say/don’t know’. Among the eight questions fielded about 
religion, the final one asked what being Jewish means to them. ‘Coming from a Jewish family’ 
received the most responses (36%), while only 2% indicated it was identifying religiously as 
Jewish. These results are not surprising. The design of the survey emphasized religious practice 
and knowledge, which might serve as meaningful measures of affiliation in Germany but were of 
little relevance to experience of Jews who had recently arrived from the (former) Soviet Union, 
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as the results confirmed. Moreover, the survey omitted measures of group identity and distinctive 
practice that related to the Soviet Jewish experience and that could have enhanced readers’ and 
community leaders’ understanding of this community (1996: 145-49).  
Judith Kessler, a writer, researcher, and social worker in the Berlin Jewish community 
coordinated the collection of data from immigrants seeking support from the social services 
division of the Gemeinde (the official Jewish community). She initially published her results on a 
German-language, Jewish site online and later summarized them in a volume edited by Michael 
Bodemann. She notes that the “seventy years of Soviet rule… [resulted in the fact that] most 
Soviet Jews today have minimal culture and religious knowledge about or internal affiliation to 
Judaism (this is based on the small number of Soviet Jews who have had a Brit Mila, Bar/Bat 
Mitzvah, married under a Chuppa, or speak Yiddish or Hebrew). According to a 2002 survey of 
the Berlin Jewish congregation, most of the immigrants did not mention ‘religion’ as one of the 
reasons for joining the congregation.” (2003: 134) The abiding focus on religious practice 
predictably yields disappointing results. She continues that “nearly 50 per cent of the immigrants 
refuse circumcision; and over two-thirds do not want a Bar- or Bat-Mitzvah” (135). The 
conclusion drawn from their limited ritual observance is immigrants’ minimal “internal 
affiliation to Judaism.” Notably, little of the research is designed to measure or understand their 
sense of affiliation with other Jews, or their often emphatic ‘internal affiliation’ to a secular 
dimension (in the Soviet tradition of secularism) of being Jewish. Anna Shternshis pursues this 
contention as well, asserting that a methodological bias lies at the heart of the problem. “Russian 
Jewish culture, especially in its late-Soviet and post-Soviet incarnations,” she writes, “has largely 
been studied with the tools of North American, western European, and Israeli Jewish scholarship. 
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If we apply the criteria of Jewishness meaningful in those countries, then indeed Russian Jewish 
culture lacks 'thick' characteristics. However, if we look instead into what Russian Jews 
themselves consider Jewish, then the thinness of Russian Jewish culture is less obvious” (2010: 
114). In essence, studies employing established measures are designed to overlook important 
swaths of experience. 
In the U.S. and Germany, Jewish has been coterminous with both a religion and ethnicity 
(Gitelman 1992: 75), while in the Soviet Union, particularly by its end, it was almost exclusively 
the latter. The incomplete overlap meant that immigrants held a markedly different 
understanding of what it means to be Jewish from that of the established Jewish communities in 
both countries as well as the non-Jewish mainstream. Conflating or confusing these terms 
occurred in the U.S. In a policy paper on the Russian-speaking Jewish community, Jonathan 
Sarna, a leading historian of the American Jewish experience, offers a detailed, thorough and 
thoughtful overview of this group. In reviewing Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants’ 
contribution to American literature, he notes that “[f]or all they identify with the Jewish people, 
most display little interest in the Jewish religion,” (2013: 9) and offers examples of several 
prominent immigrant authors: 
“Ethnically, I’m a Jew (as was stated in my parents’ Soviet passports),” Anya Ulinich, 
the author of Petropolis (2007) explains. “I was also raised culturally Soviet, with minimal 
exposure to the Jewish tradition beyond the stories of my wonderful grandparents. I’m also an 
atheist.” Lara Vapnyar hoped to become an American Jew when she left Russia, but was 
disillusioned. “In the United States, I was finally granted the identity I had been denied my 
whole life. Here I became a Russian.” Gary Shteyngart identifies himself as a “Jewish agnostic.” 
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“Culturally, I’m insanely Jewish,” he revealed to one interviewer, “but from a religious 
perspective, no.” Even that cultural claim may be questioned. “The Jewish content of even the 
most openly Jewish works of modern Russian literature is informed neither by Jewish culture 
(Yiddish or Hebrew) nor by Judaism, but by Russian literary tradition,” the literary scholar 
Mikhail Krutikov demonstrates. Novelists, he shows, draw upon “the texts of Turgenev, 
Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Bulgakov, and even of the New Testament, rather than those of Mendele, 
Sholem Aleichem, Dubnow or Bialik, let alone Rashi or Maimonides.” No matter how “insanely 
Jewish” Russian-speaking novelists may feel, their writing is thus actually more Russian than 
Jewish. (ibid) 
 
Remarkably, Sarna endorses Krutikov’s aspersions on the authenticity of these authors’ 
claims as inheritors and participants in Jewish culture. Absent an evident connection to a 
religious Jewish culture or a secular one transacted in a distinctly Jewish manner, namely in 
Hebrew or Yiddish, Sarna concludes that their creative and artistic production must be 
predominantly an expression of another heritage. The narrow standard Sarna invokes forecloses 
the existence of a Russian-speaking Jewish culture. Expecting Jews who were raised in the late 
Soviet period to be steeped in literary and religious traditions that were effectively vanquished 
from the public sphere decades earlier sets a high bar for an immigrant group. At the same time, 
in minimizing the Jewish experience under Soviet rule to an adjunct of Russian culture Sarna 
ignores what serves as a meaningful cultural resource for many, as this chapter aims to illustrate.  
Perhaps most obvious, yet easy to overlook is that Ulinich, Steyngart and Vapner would 
not be writing and publishing in English, and likely would never have immigrated to the U.S., if 
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they were not Jewish. Their immigration and acquisition of a new language, one which they 
mastered and in which they have found professional success, is another aspect of a Jewish 
experience many Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants share with one another. For native-born 
Jews in the U.S. or Germany immigration and learning a new language are the story of their 
grandparents or generations earlier, but typically not their own. Sarna’s approach is revealing 
both in the impulse to verify the authenticity of these immigrants’ Jewishness, and to associate 
the means of doing so with veritable ethnic production defined by Jewish language and religion. 
Neither lineage nor the experience of Jewish community alone suffice. One doubts the same 
standard would be applied to American Jewish authors or authors of other immigrant 
backgrounds, opposing the American and Jewish character of their writing, and measuring which 
influence is greater based on their nearness to Mendele and Maimonides. 
‘Thin culture’ creates the expectation of “a trapped, oppressed people waiting to be 
‘saved’ from a tragic diasporic fate” (Markowitz 2009: 346). In the post-Soviet context that no 
longer means an oppressive government, but oppressive ignorance. The “near void of ‘Judaism, 
traditional customs, Jewish languages, or communal participation and activity’ (Gitelman 2003: 
54) that can hardly provide cultural sustenance over the long term” (Markowitz 2009: 346) easily 
slips into a dismissal of their cultural relevance in the present. The image produced is full of 
dissonance. Sarna at once presents a group of impressive and successful immigrant writers, and 
yet by the end of the paragraph appears to dismiss their relevance to a literary tradition that is in 
some form Jewish. The challenge of making sense of the Russian-speaking Jewish immigration, 
as illustrated in his writing, extends beyond an elite group of artists. On some of the most visible 
dimensions Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants look surprising like their native-born co-ethnics 
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in the U.S. and Germany. They too are largely secular, even if they understand it somewhat 
differently as this study explains; they are invested in attaining higher education, an experience 
more common among Jews in the U.S. and Germany than synagogue attendance, and they are 
active consumers of high culture. Apart from their national origin, Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants differ most visibly from their native-born peers in their lack of familiarity and 
attachment to (as opposed to practice of) traditional forms of Jewishness. ‘Thin culture’ acts as a 
lens that focuses attention on these immigrants’ deficits, and in doing so obscures other 
meaningful dimensions of difference. This work seeks to offer an alternative approach to 
describe the social distance that separates Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants from their native-
born peers and others. 
 
Advantages of a generation and a half (or two) 
Studying the 1.5 and second generation slends itself to investigating certain questions. 
The 1.5 generation, those born in the (former) Soviet Union who grew up in Germany or the 
U.S., as well as the second generation are exposed to two cultures. Some of the former group 
may have entered school or even completed elementary school by the time they left, but for 
many the main source of Soviet and Soviet Jewish culture is their parents and grandparents. The 
advantage of studying a generation of immigrants who arrived early in their youth is that, despite 
their early exposure to the homeland, they acquire new skills with ease that the older generations 
struggle to acquire, like language and accents, and the educational credentials they receive upon 
completing their schooling simplify their entrance into the workforce, a stage at which their 
parents and grandparents often face challenges. Points of tension with the mainstream are located 
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away from the main arteries of structural integration, like citizenship, schooling or working. Of 
course, this is possible in both the American and German contexts, because Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrants are a phenotypically white, highly educated and secular group of immigrants 
whose appearance, skills and background closely match those of the mainstream’s middle class. 
Particularly in New York City, but true also of Germany, they can integrate rapidly and 
seemingly seamlessly, because of, rather than despite, their Jewishness. This enables a 
sociological study like this one to focus on the particularity of the group, because its structural 
integration has proceeded quickly and there is little experience of or concern for their 
stigmatization and exclusion. 
This generation has one foot in each culture, or nearly so, but they are not static figures to 
whom one culture or another is applied. From the parents, grandparents and the émigré social 
circle, they are recipients of a cultural tradition and group identity that is distinct from that of the 
mainstream, and they play an active role in its transmission, adopting some aspects and striking 
distance from others. The same is true of their engagement with the mainstream’s culture. Each 
generation is thus an agent in the reproduction of its group’s culture. Immigration alters the 
backdrop against which it occurs, and in doing so makes visible its workings. The 1.5 and second 
generations of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants represents the intersection of multiple 
groups: They are the successor generation to that of their parents’, another cohort of their 
immigrant, ethnic group; they encounter native-born Jews who have a home-grown 
understanding of what constitutes their group’s identity; and finally, they are citizens of a polity, 
and new members of a society who are offered access to the mainstream, with which they engage 
as well.  
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In the domains where conflict might prove most consequential, namely at home, work or 
school, these young immigrants’ experience is characterized by relatively tranquil relations. At 
home, strong family ties serve as a dominant practice through which they differentiate 
themselves from native-born peers, which circumvents tension with older generations whose 
experience in the new country registers as qualitatively different. The 1.5 and second 
generations’ embrace of English and German and achievement in school and workplace reflect 
their ready acceptance by the mainstream in each country. Their whiteness, Europeanness, and 
Jewishness are interpreted by the members of the mainstream to mean that their difference is a 
question of origin and background, and that they share the same interests and allegiances. Thus, 
while other minorities and immigrants are viewed with suspicion, and encounter limited access 
to public resources and opportunities, Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants by and large have 
not.  
 
From co-religionists to co-ethnics 
The emigration of Russian-speaking Jews was viewed as an escape from a decaying, 
oppressive and unstable country to enjoy the bounty of religious and market freedoms. In 
Germany, their arrival was interpreted by the country’s political and Jewish communal 
leadership as the revitalization of the Jewish community and in the U.S. their arrival invigorated 
community organizations with a renewed drive and sense of purpose. Perhaps unexpectedly at 
first blush, they found themselves in conflict with native-born Jewish communities. Immigration 
brings two groups that have starkly different conceptions, histories, and experiences of being 
Jewish in contact with one another, which results in magnifying, rather than lessening, the social 
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distance separating them. While there is a clear incentive for immigrants to prioritize learning 
English over maintaining their Russian language skills, there is no similar motivation for 
adopting the religiously informed understanding and practice of Jewishness of the native-born 
communities. Yet as Barth notes, contrary to what one might intuit, geographic proximity does 
not trigger the “liquidation [of ethnic differences] through change and acculturation.” 
([1969]1998: 11) In placing two different models of being ethnic side-by-side, immigration 
allows the two groups to observe one another more closely than they ever could before and to 
come into contact more frequently. This leads some to question and contest how the other can 
claim the same membership. The power dynamic between native-born and immigrant ethnics is 
unequal, lending more influence and credibility to the native-born formulation of Jewishness. 
Implicitly, organizations of the native-born, established Jewish community assumed that, 
with time, the newly arrived Jews would assimilate into the prevailing forms of Jewishness. This 
is evident in how synagogues in Germany stocked prayer books in Russian, and the yeshivas in 
New York City offered a year of tuition-free attendance at these religious, and expensive, private 
schools, and then often substantial discounts in the years that followed. These were the forms of 
Jewishness that immigrants were to adopt. Some indeed took advantage of these services and 
offers, as well as of the many programs and organizations that emerged (and retreated) in the 
decades that followed. Today, Berlin is home to small, but vibrant orthodox Jewish communities 
whose membership is almost exclusively of immigrant background. The city also hosts the non-
denominational Jewish learning festival, Limmud, which is attended by many Russian-speaking 
immigrants. New York City has Russian-speaking nursery groups in Jewish Community Centers 
(JCC), Jewish day schools attended largely by Russian-speaking families, and an array of young 
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professional organizations that exhaust the combinations of Russian, American and Jewish in 
their name. In individual interviews, some young immigrants shared how their family 
relinquished cherished Soviet traditions, like the yolka, a New Year’s tree that to American Jews 
appeared undifferentiable from a Christmas tree.  
While there is notable religious engagement and activity, this is not the dominant 
understanding of Jewishness nor of Jewish practice among Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants. 
In New York City, a study of children with at least one immigrant parent or who arrived by the 
age of 12, found that only a third of respondents identified with a Jewish denomination (37%). 
Responses that do not mention a religiously affiliation predominated, such as ‘Just Jewish’ 
(22%), no religion (15%), not practicing (10%), or other/don’t know (11%) (Zeltzer-Zubida and 
Kasinitz: 211).5 A survey of Birthright Israel participants from the U.S. found that half or more 
of Russian-speaking participants identified as ‘Just Jewish’ (one parent born in the former Soviet 
Union (FSU): 49%; Two parents born in FSU: 59%; Born in FSU: 77%). This was the most 
popular form of identification (Shain, et al. 2011: 25). 6 In Germany, a survey of young Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrants found that only 13% selected a religious identification, trailing an 
                                                 
5 Zeltzer-Zubida and Kasinitz report “religious and type of Jewish affiliation,” and calculate percentages separately 
for those who identify as Jewish and those who do not. This is complicated by the fact that the majority of those who 
do not identify as Jewish select “no religion” or “atheist/agnostic”, both of which were prevalent forms of 
identification among immigrants from the former Soviet Union. Zeltzer-Zubida and Kasinitz’s approach is 
conservative and aims to exclude non-Jewish Russian-speaking immigrants who arrived since 1965 from their 
calculation. The number of respondents who explicitly identify as non-Jewish immigrants is small, and the timing of 
their study, in the late 1990s to 2000, which was prior to the arrival of larger numbers of Russian-speaking non-
Jewish immigrants to the U.S. through the Diversity Visa Program. As such, above I present recalculated 
percentages based on the full sample (n=310) rather than only those who identify as Jewish to the question “What is 
your CURRENT religion?” (n=240). 
6 ‘No religion’ does not appear to have been an option in this survey, which might be expected given that it was 
fielded exclusively among participants in a heritage program to Israel. 
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ethnic affiliation (51%) or a cultural one (24%) (Körber 2015b: 30).7 While these statistics were 
collected using different samples, questionnaire designs, and surveyed different populations, they 
produce a similar impression, namely that this group is largely ‘secular’. However, the term is 
defined largely in the negative: electing not to be circumscribed by religious dictates. Missing 
from our understanding is whether these group identities supply norms and practices that 
meaningfully inform and shape members’ lives.  
The presence of religious ritual in a group’s practice is meaningful in that it signals an 
active and often material expression of group affiliation. However, ease of access and acceptance 
means that it can be performed without consequence or without intent.8 These immigrants’ very 
different religious background requires that we understand how they interpret their participation, 
and that we are cautious not to overlay the conceptions of the mainstream, native-born 
community on their experience. Indeed, studies of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants tend to 
devote substantial attention, if not to focus on, religious practice. Immigration brings into contact 
forms of being Jewish that differ markedly on a central characteristic, religion. As the discussion 
of Russian-speaking Jewish authors above illustrates, the question of the authenticity of these 
immigrants’ Jewishness is never far from the surface, and it grants this topic greater weight than 
it might otherwise deserve. This study attempts to describe how the 1.5 and second-generations 
understand and experience group belonging by drawing together themes that recur and the topics 
that evinced the greatest interest and emotion in the scores of interviews conducted as part of this 
                                                 
7 These statistics come from a study fielded online in late 2013 among immigrants ages 20 to 40 (n=267). (Koerber 
2014) Respondents, to my knowledge, were recruited via social media and listservs, among other means. The dataset 
and a method report have not been published. Only summary statistics, as presented above, are available. 
8 See Chapter 4: One interviewee reports practicing ritualized family gatherings of her childhood had the same 
characteristics and experience as shabbat celebrations, which she first encounters in college. 
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research. An inductive approach like this one treats the subject of the study as an informant, 
asking her to describe what is meaningful in her experience, such that she plays a central role in 
‘informing’ the shape of the research.9 Ideally, listening to and reviewing interviews enables the 
analyst to not only identify those elements that are most meaningful, but to explain why they are 
so. ‘Theory’ provides a conceptual vocabulary and organization by which to arrange, analyze 
and present the information gathered in field. The result is that religion receives less 




This study does impose limits upon its subject. It trains its lens on one form of group 
identification, Russian-speaking Jewish immigrant identity, largely to the exclusion of others. 
This does not imply that this identity is the only one interviewees draw upon or the one they 
reach to most frequently. Rather, this study asserts only that it has and continues to inform the 
lives of many members of this group. We should not assume that Russian-speaking immigrants 
speak Russian, that Jewish immigrants practice Judaism or that immigrants necessarily feel 
foreign. In fact, on many of these counts they often do not.  
This study aims to make three contributions: First, in recognizing that Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrants form a distinctive group, this study seeks to enumerate the sources of 
distinctiveness, and describe how they are experienced by the 1.5 and second generations. These 
                                                 
9 In this way, it differs substantively from survey research, for example, where the subject of the study is termed a 
respondent, responding to categories that the researcher has defined before engaging the respondent. 
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sources need not be unique to them, and not practiced by any other immigrant group. Barth’s 
work continues to serve as a vital reminder that boundaries inform the content of group practices, 
such that what immigrants do can be perceived as different because they – a group on the other 
side of a social boundary – are doing it. Thus, this study finds that young immigrants offer more 
impassioned and informed descriptions about how their family practices differ from those of 
others than they do, for example, describing Jewish holidays, or other ritual practice. Second, in 
investigating ethnic identity more generally, and post-socialist identities in particular, Brubaker’s 
work creates a way to discuss the emotional dimension of group identity with the thoughtfulness 
and analysis it often is not granted. His research, along with others, also describes the historical 
context of the development of the ethnic identity of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, which 
heightens our appreciation of its emotional dimension. Finally, when taken together, we can 
better understand why the very different understandings of ‘Jewish’ among immigrant and 
native-born Jews in both countries persist, but also why they hold enough in common to support 
a shared interpretation of the group identity. 
 
Expectations and learnings 
This was not the intended trajectory of this study. Rather, the impressions, 
understandings and stories that immigrants related in interviews reshaped the project, 
emphasizing some themes and topics over others. Initially, I expected that the context of 
reception would have a noticeable and significant influence on the immigrant experience of the 
1.5 and second generations. Immigrants differ in the places from which they come, but despite 
this often share a similar experience in their encounter with the institutions of the receiving 
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society. A comparative design enables us to view how these institutions operate differently in 
different national contexts. 
At the start of the project, the contrast between the general openness towards immigration 
in the U.S. and the more reticent approach in Germany as well as the difference in the size, 
diversity and activity of this group’s proximal hosts, native-born Jews, seemed striking. The U.S. 
in general, and New York City in particular, are home to many Jewish institutions, a vibrant, 
well-resourced community whose members appeared wholly integrated into the fabric of 
American life. By contrast, the shadow of the Holocaust still loomed large in Germany, so much 
so that the Frankfurt Jewish Museum could mount an exhibition in 2010 entitled ‘Germany of all 
Places!’ as a destination for Jewish immigrants (Ausgerechnet Deutschland!). The organization 
of the Jewish community in Germany was dominated by religious bodies, as it was officially 
recognized as such, and favored Orthodox Judaism despite the lack of strict religious observance 
among established members of the Jewish community, let alone the incoming immigrants.  
I did not appreciate at first the many similarities between Germany and the U.S. 
Germany’s community was indeed smaller and less diverse, but it is well organized. The 
centralized structure under the Zentralrat means that its welfare arm can offer summer and 
winter camps to members across the country. The community in Germany was consequently 
institution-rich too, only it was organized differently than in the U.S. The institutionalization of 
Jewish communities as synagogues means they are by definition denominational, but this carries 
less meaning for immigrants for whom religion in general is of less interest, regardless of 
whether it is more liberal or conservative in its formulation.  The standardized model of Jewish 
communities meant not only that there were synagogues in many German cities, large and small, 
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but also that youth centers were attached to them as well. The model of voluntary membership of 
U.S. Jewish communities, accompanied by dues and donations, does not differ fundamentally 
from that of Germany, where members need to self-identify for taxes that in part finance 
religious communities (Kirchensteuer).  
I also expected the concentrated settlement of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants in the 
U.S. as compared to the dispersed pattern in Germany to matter more, but the dramatic fall off in 
institutional involvement in the U.S. once immigrant families no longer need social services 
lessens the import of their proximity to JCCs, synagogues and Jewish schools. Finally, I assumed 
that the social position of the established community in the U.S. and Germany differs, and that 
given the robustness of the community and achievement of individual members in the U.S., 
immigrant co-ethnics in the U.S. would encounter fewer hurdles than in Germany. Jews in 
Germany do indeed perceive a social boundary between themselves and native-born Germans, 
however this does not translate into reduced access to resources or explicit stigmatization. 
Reports of antisemitism in Germany were rare in my interviews, and the difficulties some 
encountered, including bullying, largely dissipated once they became fully acclimated, and lost 
their most visible, or audible, sign of difference, namely their accents. And so, while the social 
landscape for Jews in Germany and the U.S. differs, for immigrants in both countries it proved 
inconsequential. 
There are differences between Germany and the U.S., of course. For example, access to 
subsidized summer camps was available independently of synagogue membership in the U.S., 
while in Germany one often had to be a member of the Gemeinde (the official Jewish 
community) to receive a spot in camp. A young immigrant girl in a New Jersey suburb received 
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a donated piano after a teacher put an advertisement in the local Jewish paper, a scenario that is 
difficult to imagine occurring in Germany, if only because the Jewish papers circulate nationally, 
not locally. There are more Jewish schools in the U.S. and the diversity of programming in and 
after college is more robust, providing the 1.5 and second generations opportunities that their 
counterparts in Germany need to expend more effort to seek out. 
 
Comparative Design 
The study’s comparative design made these similarities evident and enabled me to push 
structural and historical elements of the German and American contexts into the background. 
Despite appearing quite different on the surface, the long-established Jewish communities in 
both countries occupy privileged social positions that minimize structural barriers to integration; 
both of these Jewish communities are characterized by significant institutional infrastructures 
and both communities have struggled to establish meaningful and long-lasting relationships with 
this immigrant group once initial contact organized around social services ceases.10 Even the 
most exceptional aspect of this group’s immigration appears, upon examination, less salient an 
issue than expected. The question posed most often when I describe this study is why would 
Jewish immigrants move to Germany? Why would they choose the perpetrators of the Holocaust 
over another destination? It turns out that these immigrants are like most others – they made 
sober calculations as to which country offered them, or often more precisely, their children, the 
best opportunities. For most of those I interviewed, the choice their parents faced was not 
                                                 
10 When placed in the broader context of intra-group relations within the Jewish community, this is to be expected as 
well. In both the U.S. and Germany, the established community struggles with how to attract the younger generation 
of native-born Jews to remain active in its institutions and to choose to identify with it. In this light, we might expect 
that were struggle similarly with a more dissimilar group, like Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants. 
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between the U.S. and Germany, but more commonly between Israel and Germany. Israel initially 
struggled to integrate the large number of those who arrived in the early 1990s. Stories of 
economic hardship among immigrants and the continued threat of terrorism and war deterred 
many. Like those who chose to immigrate to the U.S., the immigrants to Germany were not 
avowed Zionists. Some interviewees reported that their grandfather visited first to assess the state 
of contemporary Germany, often returning to cities he had seen as a Red Army soldier. But these 
were the exception to the rule. By and large, immigrants assumed that the Germany of today was 
a different country than that of the past. This was borne out in the expressions of gratitude shared 
by young immigrants in my interviews, cognizant of the opportunity afforded to them to live in a 
country and be part of a society governed by the rule of law, with some pointedly contrasting it 
to the increasingly decrepit state of governance in Russia. Despite the exceptional circumstances 
surrounding their immigration, this group shared the same motivations for leaving and choosing 
as other immigrants, selecting the country that offered the best prospects for their and their 
children’s safety, health and success. 
Having another context with which to compare their experiences also helped me avoid 
exaggerating the role of some unique aspects of each country’s context. For example, Jewish 
communities in Germany are legally recognized as religious institutions, and these in turn have 
been organized by the community under Orthodox Jewish auspices. For non-religious 
immigrants, community organizations organized around religion, and its more restrictive 
denominational formulation, have been cited as one of the primary reasons these organizations 
have not attracted more immigrant participation and greater membership. On the face of it, the 
challenge appears to stem from how Jewish communities in Germany are structured. Yet the 
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pervasiveness of non-Orthodox religious organizations in the U.S. and even the non-
denominational model of JCCs have not resulted in a large influx of immigrant members. 
Religion, regardless of its formulation, is relegated to the margins of this group’s cultural 
imagination, as discussed in chapter 9. The challenge of designing and delivering relevant 
programming characterized the experience of established Jewish communal organizations, rather 
than specifically American or German ones. This is not meant to dismiss the concerns noted 
above, but rather to contextualize and prioritize them by comparing them to experiences in 
another country.  
The comparative design focused attention on themes that otherwise initially seemed 
mundane and might have remained marginal. The importance of family, the meaning and 
experience connoted by Soviet secularism, and the centrality of the emotional component of their 
Jewish identity recurred in multiple interviews across national contexts and led me to reconsider 
how they are interpreted and analyzed. How are the practice and conceptualization of family 
relations employed to fashion a sense of distinction? How does the understanding of ‘secular’ 
differ from the word’s conventional usage, and how does it aid us in appreciating the experience 
of the 1.5 and second-generations? How does the often earnest and deeply felt expression of 
group belonging undergird a shared sense of identity among co-ethnics who otherwise often 
struggle to find what they hold in common? Despite the successful integration of these young 
immigrants into the mainstream of German and American society, the importance of these 
themes in both national contexts highlighted that the received culture, from their parents and 
immigrant community, continued to play the dominant role in shaping their sense of group 
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belonging. To examine their group identity required contextualizing it in the country and culture 
their parents left, as well as the one in which they settled. 
 
Defining Terms 
Before proceeding into the study of ethnic identity, we should turn our attention to the 
terms themselves. “Ethnic” and “identity” are among the most central terms we employ to 
discuss this topic, and they function not only as a means to discuss a particular group but convey 
meaning themselves. “Ethnic,” as a term, possesses a confounding quality. Groups are at once a 
natural and constructed experience. No human raises herself nor emerges into adulthood outside 
of a social group. And yet, the contours of a group and the contents of its experience are not 
predetermined. They are the product of decisions and choices made by group members or 
imposed upon them by members of more powerful groups. Ethnic identities easily adopt a 
primordial quality, because we all descend from someone and that person must also have been 
attached to a social group. Our imaginations construct a continuous lineage not only between 
people but across groups, permitting us to identify with these earlier generations. Of course, we 
share a common human experience with them. Birth and death, love and loss, joy and sadness 
remain defining experiences of our lives, enabling stories, songs and pictures from earlier 
centuries and even millennia to resonate deeply with us even as other major aspect of our lives, 
like the average lifespan, the quantity of food available and the speed of travel, have changed 
radically over time. The term applied to identify a group functions as a form of shorthand. It can 
describe more than just where a person or their parents or grandparent may have come from. 
Ethnic identity serves as an abbreviation for the experiences, relationships, attitudes, beliefs and 
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practices shared by members of the group. What comprises those shared elements, and who 
qualifies as sharing them is subject to ongoing negotiation, the product of a social process, albeit 
one that proceeds at the pace of cultural change that is measured in generations rather than mere 
months or years.  
Ethnic identity summarizes a group’s values, its claims to status or power, and call for 
solidarity among its members (Conzen et al. 1992: 5). When we consider its symbolic qualities, 
we draw attention to two related characteristics important to this study. First, symbols have the 
capacity to remain in circulation long after the relevance of what they reference has faded. To 
retain the meaningfulness of symbols requires their re-examination, and often their redefinition. 
Ethnic groups are always in the process of invention and formulation, and the group’s traditions 
and practices are open to reinterpretation and renegotiation (ibid). The focus of this study is to 
locate and examine these among a new, younger generation, 1.5 and second-generation 
immigrants, recognizing that the boundaries and mechanisms that produce a sense of difference 
and belonging change with time and context. Immigrant and native-born Jews attach divergent 
meanings to the term ‘Jewish’, a possibility only when we regard the term as a symbol in need of 
definition. How it persists as a useful term for ethnic identity reveals much about the dynamics 
of ethnic identity. Second, symbols are defined relative to one another. Their context weighs 
heavily on their interpretation. Thus, Jews are deemed easy to assimilate into the American 
mainstream when they are viewed as a religious group like Catholics and Protestants, subscribing 
to the same communal model and religious values as the country’s dominant groups (Herberg 
1983). Earlier this same form of difference was understood as foreign, even threatening, and 
deemed problematic. Later, in organizing around the cause of Soviet Jewry, American Jews 
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would emphasize their ethnic identity to strike some distance from the American mainstream and 
promote a sense of group distinction (Kelner 2008). Ethnic difference is seen and asserted when 
there is a desire “to evok[e] a symbolically constructed sense of peoplehood vis-a-vis outsiders” 
(Conzen 1992: 9). Context plays a large role in our understanding of the 1.5 and second-
generations’ ethnic identity. They draw on cultural resources that serve as a source of distinction 
in the U.S. and Germany, because of the difference in prevailing understandings and 
expectations of the strength of family ties. 
Different from other immigrants, this group of immigrants has come to be labeled 
according to the language they speak, Russian-speaking, rather than their country of origin. This 
convention is adopted by many academic studies in both Germany and the U.S., although outside 
of this arena it has found considerably less traction. The advantage of “Russian-speaking” is 
precisely that it avoids specifying where they emigrated from, which quickly is complicated by 
the fact that the Soviet Union had more than a dozen republics and that large numbers of Jewish 
immigrants lived in Ukraine and Belarus, rather than Russia. Moreover, Jews in the Soviet Union 
and the successor republics often spoke Russian, and not Ukrainian or Uzbek for example. 
Rather than the language of a given country, the term emphasizes language of Russian, and more 
broadly a shared culture language of empire, linking the history of Czarist Russia, the Soviet 
revolution, the rise and later demise of Soviet Union (Bartal 2002) that it represents. Jews 
identified with the literature, art and politics of Russian-speaking empires more than that of the 





Criteria for study qualification 
To study 1.5 and second-generation Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, I sought to 
speak with them and hear how they conceived of this grouping, and how what role, if any, it 
played in shaping their lives. The specific interest in identity in the most recent wave of 
immigration, prompted the introduction of a number of criteria for qualifying for the study: 1) 
interviewees immigrated to the U.S. or Germany at the age of 13 or younger or were born there; 
2) they or at least one parent emigrated from Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova or the Baltic 
states; 3) they or at least one parent immigrated from the (former) Soviet Union to Germany or 
the U.S., not via a third-country, namely Israel. Finally, 4) interviewees needed to be 18 years of 
age or older. The intention was to assemble interviews from immigrants who were sufficiently 
alike so that the meanings attributed to their group identity that were shared collected could be 
discerned. By introducing the above criteria, factors known to shape group identity among 
immigrants, and among Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants in particular, could be accounted 
for. Greater diversity of experience among interviewees would have better represented the 
population of immigrants but would have impeded arriving at an understanding that better 
represented the experience of these immigrants. The goal of a qualitative study is to describe not 
only what is observed, as a representative survey would, but to offer a convincing logic as to 
why it is so. A more diverse set of interviewees would have made it more challenging to identify 
commonly-held understandings or practices, particularly when they lie outside of the established 
categories of religion, language and national  
The experiences of the 1.5 and second generations offer insight into the immigrants’ 
social adjustment into a new society, having exposure to both the sending and receiving culture 
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at an age when they are still developing socially, intellectually and physically. In limiting this 
study to those who arrived 13 or younger, only those who completed one phase of schooling, and 
more importantly a substantial number of years of socialization in the receiving country. 
Moreover, among Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, those who arrived by the age of 13 
acquired accent-less German or English.11 Being able to speak like the native-born, removes one 
salient social barrier between immigrants and the mainstream, and facilitates integration and 
advancement in both schools and the labor force in both countries. Indeed, interviewees who 
experienced bullying or harassment in school from peers or teachers on account of their 
immigration status or foreign origins, in most cases reported that it ceased once their English or 
German improved and their accents faded.  
There is no standard definition of 1.5 generation or second generation. The second 
generation is in several works defined as children who were born in the receiving society with at 
least one parent of foreign origin as well as those who were born abroad but arrived by the age of 
5, which might also be referred to as the 1.75 generation. Rumbaut offers that pre-school aged 
children have no memory of this period, have not yet learned to read and write in the sending 
country, and undergo the majority of their socialization in the receiving country. They learn the 
native language of their adoptive home with ease and without accent and have educational 
experiences and adaptive outcomes are most similar to the native-born second generation 
(Rumbaut 2012). There is less consensus around the upper boundary of the 1.5 generation. 
Rumbaut suggests the age of 12 as they complete their education in the receiving country. This 
                                                 
11 On a few occasions, once the interview began, it became clear that the interviewee would not qualify. When the 
interviewee was 14 years of age or older they typically still maintained a noticeable, if often slight accent. Only in 
one interview, with an immigrant who arrived at the age of 12, was there a perceptible Russian accent. 
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reflects that “they are most likely to adapt flexibly between two worlds and to become fluent 
bilinguals” (ibid) that the 1.5 generation experience. Both Portes and Rumbaut (2001) and 
Kasinitz et al (2008) employ this definition in their studies of children of immigrants. Gonzalez 
and Chavez (2012) use a cut-off age of 14 in their study of undocumented youth, and focus on 
the decision to migrate, noting that for the 1.5 and second generations “it is typically their 
parents who made the decision to migrate” (258). Remennick in her study of 1.5 generation 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigration to Germany includes youth up to the age of 17, as they 
completed their secondary schooling in the receiving country (2017: 86). Pragmatically, the 
definition varies based on the aims of the study. In this study, I define the 1.5 generation as those 
who arrived 13 or younger based on my observations in field that youth who arrived in this age 
range typically no longer spoke accented English or Germany by the time they entered 
adulthood. As noted above, the ability to speak accent-free is related conceptually to social and 
structural integration, and hence identity. 
The study is limited to Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants from republics outside of 
Central Asia and the Caucuses because Bukharian and Mountain Jews had very different 
experiences from that of Jews of Eastern European descent in the Soviet Union who are may 
focus. The former groups remained more religious and traditional through the Soviet period, 
which is evident in the establishment of Bukharian synagogues upon immigration to the U.S., 
Israel and even Germany. These Jews who had lived primarily in Uzbekistan. Georgian Jews, 
from the Republic of Georgia, were also not included in this study. A division by geography is 
not perfect. Mountain Jews often come from the southern regions of Russia, Bukharian Jews 
lived in various parts of Russia and Carpathian Jews, from the mountainous, western regions of 
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Ukraine, and also more traditional and religious, although they come from republics included in 
the study. An attribute shared by these groups is concentrated settlement in mountainous regions 
or outlying republics, where they were more removed from the center of power, and the 
regulatory and assimilationist forces it brought to bear. Many Soviet Jews of Eastern European 
descent lived in Uzbekistan, having moved there as part of the Evacuation during WWII and 
remained. To maintain the geographic distinction in qualifying criteria, they were not included. 
Finally, immigrants, or their parents, needed to have taken a largely direct route from the 
(former) Soviet Union to Germany or the U.S. The aim is to exclude secondary immigrants, who 
first immigrated to Israel and eventually moved elsewhere. Schooling in Israel and socialization 
in Israeli culture, where Jewish identity is that of the majority, yields a very different 
understanding of being a Jewish immigrant than among those for immigrants came of age in 
countries where the dominant culture is not Jewish. Many departing before 1990 could obtain 
only an exit visa to Israel, and they traveled first to Vienna and Italy before continuing on their 
journey. Many altered their destination once outside of the Soviet Union, and applied for entry to 
the U.S. These cases are included as they relate to timing of departure rather than socialization. 
References to Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants in this work typically refer to the 
subset of immigrants included in this study, and not to all Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants 
regrardless of immigrant generation, sending country, receiving country or wave of immigration. 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants are a diverse group, and their immigration experience 
varies along these four dimensions. The background chapter that follows constitutes the main 
exception: there I discuss the experiences of the grandparents and parents of the 1.5 and second-
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generations. Elsewhere in this study I note explicitly when Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants 
apart from the 1.5 and second generations are discussed. 
 
Geographic selection and comparison 
This study compares experiences of the 1.5 and second-generation in the U.S. and 
Germany, the second and third most popular destination countries for Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants. I am often asked why Israel is not included in the study, given that it served as the 
primary country of resettlement. Moreover, immigrants there experienced substantially greater 
difficulty integrating into schools and the workforce and continue to experience more 
pronounced social stigmatization. In part, the reason was pragmatic: conducting a three-sited 
interview study is substantially more complex than one in two countries. I was initially most 
interested in studying Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants in Germany. Although I grew up in 
New York City as this wave of immigration unfolded, I lived in a neighborhood that received 
few immigrants, and likewise attended Jewish schools and synagogues where they were 
described but rarely encountered. In Germany, for the first time, I learned about the immigration 
and its challenges first hand. A comparative study with the U.S. was therefore more practical. 
Methodologically and conceptually, there was an equally compelling motivation. Jewish 
immigrants in the U.S. and Germany enter an ethnic and religious community whose 
identification, practices and beliefs are distinctive from that of the mainstream of the societies 
into which they enter. While the history and social positions of Jewish citizens of Germany and 
the U.S. differ, Jews in both countries constitute ethnic and religious minorities, even as they 
enjoy broad social acceptance. This is not the case in Israel. Moreover, the study focuses on how 
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these immigrants understand how their group is distinctive from others. Jewishness is a crucial 
and contested element of that identity. Jewishness permeates Israeli culture, from the national 
language that is marked as Jewish language to a work and school calendar that are structured 
around Jewish holidays. Jewishness manifests itself in the social backdrop of Israeli life, both in 
the everyday and on national and religious calendar. The differences between Israel on the one 
hand and Germany and the U.S. on the other are starker, and therefore easier to recognize. 
However, more nuanced expressions of social difference of immigrants from the mainstream 
easily are then marginalized when situated alongside a starker gap, and therefore more difficult 
to discern, observe and analyze. Russian-speaking Jews are described as having a ‘thin identity’ 
(Gitelman 1998), which stated differently means it manifests in more subtle tones, at a lower 
volume and often outside of the spotlight. A setting where these differences can be seen and 
recognized as meaningful depends on the selection of the reference group, for which Germany or 
the U.S. was a more appropriate choice.  
The location of interviews in Germany in cities throughout the country and in the U.S. in 
New York City alone likewise has pragmatic, methodologically and for conceptual reasons. 
While I conducted a few preliminary interviews in New York, fieldwork only began in earnest in 
Germany. I quickly realized that while there were many young Jewish immigrants in Berlin, the 
majority of those I met had moved there for study or work from elsewhere in Germany. I realized 
that this appropriately reflected the settlement pattern of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, as 
the Berlin community represented only about ten percent of the membership of the Jewish 
community in Germany. The interviews conducted for this study were biographical, asking 
informants to recount their experiences from the start of the immigration, which for most was 
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early in their childhood and onward. In Berlin, I could meet Jewish immigrants from across the 
country. Limiting my study to those who grew up in Berlin would have had the secondary result 
of limiting it to those who arrived early enough to be eligible to settle there. I traveled across 
Germany to conduct interviews; while Berlin is host to a sizable community, many more 
immigrants live elsewhere in the country. Finally, unlike studies of the 1.5 and second 
generations by Kasinitz, Zeltzer-Zubida, Gromova and Hegner, I did not adopt a theoretical 
framework centered about the influence of the city or urban environment upon immigrant 
identity. While the biographical format of the interviews allowed informants to reflect upon the 
role the diverse ethnic and class settings of the cities in which they were raised and lived, it also 
facilitated the discussion of family and friends, which in the analysis phase emerged as the focal 
point of the study. This theme varied less across cities, and as I learned, across countries as well.  
The experience of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants in other parts of the U.S. may 
differ from that of those living in the New York City area. The city’s composition, political 
structure and culture have developed a unique receiving context for immigrants (Foner 2007). 
Yet, a study of this metropolis captures a central part of this group’s immigrant experience, as 
New York City and the surrounding counties received a majority of Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants to the U.S. From casual observation, the lack of close interaction between Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrants and the receiving communities in the years following their arrivals 
appears to be a feature of their experience across the U.S. and is not limited to New York City. 
The greater number of yeshivas in NYC that cater to Russian-speaking Jews and the larger 
number of organizations and initiatives aimed at college-aged and early career immigrants might 
create more opportunities for engagement; on the other hand, smaller communal settings lack the 
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anonymity and segregation of a city like New York that can promote interaction that groups 
might otherwise easily or willingly avoid. A common theme of the analysis of this study’s 
empirical material is the commonality across settings. Similar expressions and experience are 
evident in Germany and New York City. This suggests that they are not features of a particular 
urban environment but reflect the nature of the interaction of native-born and Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrant communities, which are sufficiently similar across these settings. Importantly, 
qualitative research does not assert generalizability based on statistical inference. The 
recruitment approach employed to collect interviews is not a sampling method aimed at 
generating a subgroup of the population that is representative of the whole. Rather qualitative 
research makes inferences between the individual case and the group experience based only on 
logical, causal or theoretically necessary linkages (Mitchell 1983: 207). Extrapolation from a 
select and limited number of cases is “based on the validity of the analysis” (190) or “because 
our analysis is unassailable… not because the case is representative” (200). The goal of 
recruiting a diverse set of interviewees is to learn of the range of experiences and establish which 
are common to the group. Qualitative research establishes its credibility through the intensity of 
its engagement in the field and the logic of the explanation it offers. The former is determined by 
saturation: encountering the same themes in repeated interviews indicates that the study has 
covered the most prevalent experiences (even as the study is not equipped to assert the 
prevalence rate of those experiences) (Small 2009: 27). The latter is asserted through the 
persuasiveness of the logic. This can be judged in a variety of ways, for example how well it 
comports with other research in the field and how it explains differences with it; the coherence of 
the logic and supporting evidence offered; the ability to explain outlier cases. Qualitative 
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research relies on ‘transferability’, the replication of the same or similar findings in multiple 
cases, rather than within the study itself. (Tracy 2010)  
In this study, I reached saturation on the primary themes. There were other themes that I 
initially thought would figure more prominently in the study, but which either did not emerge 
fully or for which I could not recruit sufficient interviewees to reach saturation. For example, 
initially I expected that differences between men and women might figure more prominently 
given the importance of matrilineal descent in determining eligibility for Jewish communal 
membership in Germany. Some female informants who partnered with non-Jewish men indeed 
noted their ethnic credentials would suffice for their child to affiliate Jewishly if he or she were 
to choose to do so. However, this theme did not emerge consistently or strongly, and the number 
of women who were married or in committed relationships and had started or were considering 
starting families was too limited. Similarly, I expected that immigrants whose father was Jewish 
but whose mother was not would identify differently than others. Again, this topic figures more 
prominently in Germany because it both relates to access to community services and, as is true in 
the U.S. as well, greater exposure to stigmatization. Indeed, immigrants with this parentage were 
often more reflective about their Jewishness and identity in general. However, here too I did not 
reach saturation to analyze these results with confidence.  
 
Overview of interviewees 
I interviewed ninety-three 1.5 and second-generation Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants for this study. Fifty-four interviews were conducted in Germany in 2012, and thirty-
nine in New York City in 2013-14. Overall, the interviewees split roughly evenly between those 
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who were born in the U.S. or Germany or arrived before the age of six, the second-generation, 
and those who arrived ages six to thirteen, the 1.5 generation. The distribution of interviewees 
reflects the patterns of arrival in each country: interviewees in NYC arrived earlier, clustered in 
the early 1990s; interviewees in Germany skew towards later arrival. As a result, the interviews 
in Germany included more immigrants now in their early 20s than those conducted in the U.S. 
The immigration to the U.S. effectively ended sooner, and so I could encounter immigrants who 
were older, as well as those who had been born in the U.S. In both the U.S. and Germany, 
interviewees and their families predominantly came from Russia and Ukraine. There is an even 
distribution of interviews by gender in in the U.S., and slight skew towards men in Germany. 
This reflects the group of interviewees I was able to engage, rather than the gender breakdown in 
each country, which is generally even. Many emigrated from the capitals Moscow, Kiev and 
Minsk. St. Petersburg, the cultural capital of Russia as well as Odessa, which traditionally had a 
large Jewish population. A substantial number of interviewees also came from less prominent 
and smaller cities, like Dnepropetrovsk and Khakov in Ukraine, Gomel in Belarus and Nizhny 
Novgorod, Mogilov-Padovski and Rostow-on-Don in Russia. The overwhelming majority of 
interviewees completed college preparatory high school programs, which in Germany requires 
obtaining an Abitur, and proceeded to complete university degrees. This likely both reflects the 
high educational attainment of these immigrants, but also my recruitment efforts, which were 
relied on university and professional networks.  
Interviewees were recruited through snowball sampling. I attended events aimed at 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, and developed contacts in community organizations and 
through ethnic businesses. Many interviews resulted from serendipitous contacts: a close friend 
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of a student I met was an immigrant from Ukraine. This friend had organized a sporting event 
several years before and had a large network of contacts, among them many Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrants. The connection yielded half a dozen interviews in Germany, most with 
individuals who had little or no connection with one another apart from this shared activity. 
Professional connections were helpful as well. One university colleague put me contact with a 
neighbor who immigrated as a youth; another distributed my information on a parents’ listserv 
that yielded a number of interviews. A contact in theater put me in touch with a number of 
Russian-speaking artists. The diversity of referrals resulted in a set of informants who were of 
different ages, lived in different areas, and studied or worked in different fields. Similarly, they 
were engaged - or not engaged – in a variety of community organizations. About two-thirds of 
the interviews in Germany took place in Berlin and the remainder in cities across the rest of the 
country. The interviews in the U.S. largely took place in New York City, with a small number in 
New Jersey. Nearly all of the interviews were conducted face-to-face, although two interviews in 
Germany were completed by phone/Skype due to timing or travel limitations. I conducted 
interviews in Germany in German, and those in the U.S. in English. In addition, I spoke with 
thirty-seven community leaders, professionals and other members, to gain a better understanding 
of the historical and contemporary context of community life. I conducted participant 
observation at community events during the field periods noted above. 
 
Interview and Analysis 
The interviews were semi-structured and employed a substantive frame (Weiss 1995) 
where questions in the interview schedule served as a guide for the areas selected for discussion, 
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rather than a list of questions that were posed one after the other. The aim of the initial section of 
the interview was to learn about the interviewee's background, develop a rapport with him or her, 
and establish my interest in their stories and reflections rather than merely capturing information. 
It began with factual and historical information about the family's emigration and immigration, 
then covered the interviewee’s experiences in school, the neighborhood and home as a youth and 
progressed to more abstract or sensitive topics like identity and discrimination in the later part of 
the interview. The interview also dealt with contact with community organizations, Jewish or 
other religious or ethnic practice at home, and relationships with parents, friends, and partners. 
The interview was largely organized chronologically, starting from the start of the immigration 
to the present; however, I followed the interviewee’s lead in moving between topics based on 
their interest in topics and readiness to discuss them. 
The interviews lasted approximately two hours: those in Germany were somewhat longer 
averaging about two and one-quarter hours, while those in the U.S. were typically only one and 
three-quarters hours in length. The interviews in English benefited from my greater fluency in 
this language, and, having first completed several dozen interviews in Germany, more 
experience as an interviewer. The interviews ranged from one hour to over four hours in length. 
The vast majority of interviewees consented to the recording of the interview. I transcribed a 
dozen interviews, primarily in German, and submitted the rest for transcription. I reviewed 
transcripts for accuracy. As I reviewed transcripts, I composed memos of recurring themes, and 
similar and contrasting experiences among informants. Memo writing served as a key analytical 
tool. While I took notes during interviews and committed my reflections on them to paper soon 
after they concluded, the arguments around which this work developed emerged as I reviewed 
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the transcripts. In analyzing and reflecting upon segments of interviews, recurring themes and 
observations came to light. These notable themes and observation, however, at first seemed like 
an odd assemblage. Once I related them to the theoretical framework put forward by Brubaker 
and Cooper (2000), I was better able to organize them in relationship to one another and see how 
they contributed to the development of group identify. Their work provided a vocabulary with 
which to describe what I had observed and learned. It offered not only terms, but also a way to 
relate them to one another and a means through which to engage with other theoretical and 
empirical work on identity, both related to Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants and others. I 
then employed terms from the theoretical framework as primary or secondary codes in coding 
interviews. Finally, names of informants are anonymized unless otherwise noted. Translations of 
interviews in German and secondary texts in German or Hebrew are my own. Quotes from 
interviewees are edited for readability. 
 
Interviewer as Instrument and Analyst 
In qualitative research, the researcher functions both as the data collection instrument as 
well as the analyst. The characteristics of the interviewer, and their effects on the relationship 
with the interviewee should be considered. As an American Jew raised and living in New York 
City, I was both an insider and outsider in the research field. On the one hand, the shared Jewish 
background allowed interviewees to express their strong sense of group affiliation in a familiar 
space. One the other hand, I am not nor am I related to Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants. 
This meant interviewees were not sharing their experiences with someone within their 
community, who shared social contacts or a social context with them. Many interviewees were 
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curious about how I became interested in this topic, finding it atypical and unexpected. Likewise, 
my conversational Russian at times proved helpful in building a rapport, as foreign language 
skills, and particularly familiarity with Russian, were unexpected. In Germany in particular, my 
background as a New Yorker featured prominently, a form of geographic charm and source of 
intrigue. Moreover, my last name, Oppenheim, whose German origins signals Jewishness in New 
York City was often commented on by interviewees in Germany. The overwhelming majority of 
Jews in Germany are Russian-speaking immigrants with similarly Russian-sounding last names; 
Jews in Germany with German-sounding names are a rarity, a fact we could reflect upon with 
humor as members of the same in-group, Jews in Germany, in this instance. 
My gender potentially played a role in the distribution of interviewees. I conducted more 
interviews with men than women in Germany, and only slightly more women than men in New 
York City. Women were perhaps less willing to volunteer to take part in an extended interview 
with a stranger, particularly in a country where I was a foreigner, as men are perceived as more 
threatening than women. I am also an observant Jew. In Germany, when I met interviewees in a 
synagogue or Jewish communal setting, I was often wearing a yarmulke. In the U.S., this was 
typically true outside of an institution as well. Initially, I thought this might affect what 
interviewees felt comfortable sharing. However, I found this had no noticeable effect on the 
interview. Many readily shared their family’s interpretations of religious observance; others 
easily shared their rejection, criticism or indifference to religious institutions and practices. This 
aligns with the broader observation made in this work that variations in denominational 
affiliation and religious practice, which figure prominently among native-born Jews, do not 
register substantively among these immigrants. It signals a form of difference that aligns with my 
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being an American Jew, rather than a particular kind of American Jew. That said, I was aware of 
the bright line drawn around Jewish parentage, particularly in Germany, and waited until late in 
the interview to visit the topic, if it had not been raised earlier.  
I became interested in the experience of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants while 
studying and working in Germany, where I spent about two years after I completed my 
undergraduate degree. I started studying Russian and a few years later spent nine months 
working in a Jewish community center in Minsk, Belarus. I became interested in social research, 
albeit not this topic, as a result of that experience. The warm social ties and depth of friendship 
that characterized the Russian-speaking Jews I befriended made a lasting impression. I noted as 
well that this overwhelmingly positive characteristic of Russian-speaking Jewish communities 
was elided in Jewish communal discourse about these immigrants. My interest in immigration 
and comparative approaches led me back to this topic when I started a doctoral program. 
Timing possibly shaped this study as well. Antisemitism figured minimally in shaping 
how young immigrants in Germany saw themselves. However, as I was completing interviews in 
Germany, a raucous debate about ritual circumcision, legally centered around Muslim practice 
but which quickly expanded to include Jewish practice as well, widened the gap between the 
Jewish community and the German mainstream. A violent attack on a rabbi in Berlin raised the 
profile of antisemitism stemming from Muslim quarters, even as the majority of antisemitic 
attacks in Germany come from right-wing actors. Elevated awareness of antisemitism has 
continued, as reflected by a recent survey of Jews in Europe. While there have been prominent 
citizen initiatives, like a solidarity march “Berlin wears a kippa” (Berlin trägt kippa), and 
statement of support from the country’s leadership, interviewees today might reflect differently 
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Table 1: Characteristics of Interviewees (Number of interviewees displayed) 
 Germany U.S. Total 
Total: 1.5 & 2nd generation 54 39 93 
    
Immigrant Generation    
1.5 generation    
Arrived ages 6-13 34 14 48 
Second generation    
Born in receiving country 0 3 3 
Arrived ages 0-5 20 22 42 
    
(Parents) Country of origin    
Russia 21 9 30 
Ukraine 27 25 52 
Belarus 2 5 7 
Moldova 3 0 3 
Baltic States 1 0 1 
    
Gender     
Male 23 18 41 
Female 31 21 52 
    
Year of arrival    
1987-1988 0 5 5 
1989-1992 15 18 32 
1993-1995 22 9 31 
1996-1999 12 7 19 
2000-2005 5 0 5 
    
Region (spent most of youth)    
Germany 
Berlin 22 -- -- 
Eastern Germany (excl. Berlin) 9 -- -- 
Western Germany  23 -- -- 
NYC 
NYC (Five boroughs) -- 30 -- 
Suburbs: NJ/LI/Other NYS -- 9 -- 
    
Educational track    
Germany 
College track: Abitur 49 -- -- 
Non-college: Realschule 5 -- -- 
NYC 
BA or higher -- 37 -- 
AA or less -- 2 -- 




 Germany U.S. Total 
Total: 1.5 & 2nd generation 54 39 93 
    
Age at Interview    
18-25 25 10 35 
26-30 27 19 46 
31-35 2 10 12 
Mean (years of age) 25.4 27.6 26.3 
    
Jewish Parentage    
Both parents Jewish 28 35 63 
Mother Jewish; Father not Jewish / unknown 15 3 17 
Father Jewish; Mother not Jewish / unknown 11 2 13 
 
Outline of Dissertation Chapters 
This dissertation is organized around the component elements of group identity Brubaker 
and Cooper offer as it serves as a useful framework to identify and explore the distinctive 
characteristics of younger Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants. Before embarking on a 
discussion of their tripartite approach, the chapter that follows provides an overview of the 
immigration experience for this group in Germany and the U.S., reviews other academic studies 
of this group and describes the method employed in this study in more detail. The third chapter 
supplies the theoretical equipment on which this work draws. It reviews a select number of 
theories on ethnic and group identity and relates them to the post-Socialist and Russian-speaking 
Jewish experience. The sections that follow present and analyze the empirical, interview data 
collected for this study. The first section deals with the “commonalities”, the shared beliefs, 
attitudes and behaviors, of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants. It starts by exploring the most 
salient among them, strong family ties, and then the most visible of them, namely language and 
food. The second section looks at the organization of network ties and their role in cultivating 
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and shaping group identity. One chapter in this section focuses on family connections, describing 
the crucial role grandparents play as service providers and as a stabilizing force during the 
challenging years after arrival. The second chapter reviews the often-limited role Jewish 
community organizations played once immigrants’ welfare-need were satisfied. The lack of 
substantive and sustained interpersonal contact between native-born and immigrant Jews 
heightens the tension around their differing understanding of what it means to be Jewish. The 
area on which their claims on Jewishness most heavily and noticeably overlap is discussed in the 
third section on “groupness”, or the sense of being a member of a group. This dimension is often 
derided and overlooked, given its emotional aspects and its conspicuous lack of material 
manifestation. However, like a tendon connecting muscle and bone, groupness plays a crucial 
role in linking the constitutive elements of group identity. The Russian-speaking Jewish 
experience of the 1.5 and second generations offers a case through which to examine this 
component of identity more closely than we often otherwise are able to. Taken together, these 
chapters explore how Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants perceive themselves as a group and 
conceive as their experience as different from both the German and American mainstreams, and 




Chapter 2: Background and Method 
 
Introduction 
 Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants12 of the 1.5 and second generations are the 
youngest members of a wave of immigration that began with the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
The stream of emigration was filled with refugees worried about their prospects in a country in 
financial distress, threatened by ethnic strife, and susceptible to strident, public antisemitism 
(Gitelman 1997: 30). It brought them and their families to Israel, the U.S. and Germany, among 
other countries, and in the intervening decades they have succeeded in rapidly integrating into 
the receiving societies. This was perhaps to be anticipated: their parents were among the most 
highly educated citizens in a country with high rates of post-secondary attainment; they valued 
and invested in their children’s education and received substantial state and communal support. 
Even as older immigrants in Germany have faced high rates of unemployment, and many elderly 
immigrants in the U.S. live in poverty, younger immigrants have prospered. They have acquired 
fluency in the native language and, at least in the U.S., within one generation the college going 
rate of these immigrants rivaled that of native-born whites (Kasinitz et al. 2008: 141; Simon 
1997: 161). This swift transition has come through an immersion in the schools and work places 
of the receiving countries, where they have met acceptance if not been embraced. Unlike Jewish 
immigrants to the U.S. of a century earlier, and many contemporary non-white immigrants, their 
foreign background and ethnic attachments have not served as an obstacle to their advancement. 
                                                 
12 In this chapter, when the 1.5 and second-generations are discussed in this chapter, they are referenced explicitly. 
Mention of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrant refers to immigrants of all generations and ages. In subsequent 
chapters, reference to Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants refers only to the 1.5 and second-generations from 
Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova or the Baltic states. 
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This study encounters the 1.5 and second-generations of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants at 
this juncture. To contextualize the research presented, this chapter describes how the 
immigration unfolded, who arrived in each country, how they, although primarily their parents 
and grandparents, engaged or were engaged by state agencies and community organization and 
reviews the main other academic works on ethnic identity among the 1.5 and second generations.  
 
Soviet Jewish Life and Pre-1989 Immigration 
Stalin’s sudden passing in 1953 halted the pressure from his pursuit of the Doctor’s Plot, 
show trials accusing Jewish doctors of conspiratorial plots targeting Soviet leadership. The 
reprieve was short-lived as Soviet Jews began to face new restrictions. Access to higher 
education, a prominent feature of the Soviet Jewish experience, tightened. Soviet Jews 
comprised 3.2% of post-secondary students in 1960, but their share by 1972 had fallen to 1.9% 
(Simon: 51), a decline of 40 percent in just over a decade. The Soviet Union consistently 
opposed emigration concerned that “it would weaken the Soviet image because mass migration 
raised doubts about the perfection of Soviet society and the contentment of its citizens” 
(Gitelman 2016: 9). In the mid- to late-twentieth century, advocating for religious minorities’ 
right to emigrate from the Soviet Union served the U.S. in challenging a Cold War rival and in 
addressing the cause of human rights. The Soviet Union began to issue exit visas in the late 
1960s, nominally making allowances for family reunification among ethnic minorities separated 
by conflict and redrawn borders in the aftermath of the Second World War. As interest in 
emigration increased in the wake of the 1967 Six Day War between Israel and Arab countries, 
new constraints, like emigration fees and taxes, were introduced. The Jackson-Vanik Trade 
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Agreement between the U.S. and the Soviet Union in 1973, and the 1975 Helsinki Accord of the 
Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe to which both the U.S. and the USSR were 
signatories included the right of emigration. These agreements removed some hurdles to 
departure, but many remained. Some potential emigrants were refused because of their 
background or occupation, and those who were not needed to secure permission from their 
parents and employers. Tensions between the Cold War powers again rose in the 1980s as they 
became entangled in Afghanistan, and by the middle of the decade the emigration halted (Simon 
1997: 57-58).  
In total, prior to 1988, 291,000 Soviet Jews emigrated (Tolts 2016: 24), equal to over ten 
percent of the 2.15 million Soviet Jews enumerated in the 1970 census (Simon 1997: 46). 
Initially, the majority departed for Israel with only one in ten choosing the more complicated 
route of arriving in the U.S. (Simmons: 58). However, the 1973 Yom Kippur War shifted 
migration patterns, as the tenser security outlook and harsher economic perspective deterred 
many Soviet Jews. Rather than continue from Vienna to Israel, an established transit point, 
starting in 1975 two-thirds of Soviet Jewish applied to immigrate as refugees to the U.S. and to a 
lesser extent, other western countries (Dominitz 1997: 118; Gitelman 2006: 9). The introduction 
of Perestroika in the Soviet Union opened the door for a new wave of emigration in the late 
1980s. Emigration that started as a trickle soon transformed into a flood. In 1987, the right to 
emigrate was extended to Soviet citizens, but only for family reunification with close relatives 
abroad (Simon 1997: 56). That year several thousand Jewish immigrants departed, and in 1988 
nearly 20,000. The fall of the Berlin Wall in November of 1989 signaled the end of the Cold War 
and another 70,000 Soviet Jews left that year. Thereafter number of emigrants rose quickly and 
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remained above 100,000 per annum through the late 1990s. The renewed wave peaked in 1990-
1991 with nearly 400,000 departures, “panicky refugees who viewed with dismay the economic 
deterioration of the USSR, growing ethnic strife, and the emergence of a public, virulent, grass 
roots anti-Semitism” (Gitelman, 1997: 30). 
 
Legal allowances for Immigration 
The trend in immigration to each of the three main countries of reception, Israel, the U.S. 
and Germany was hardly uniform, and illustrates the central role state policy played not only in 
enabling emigration but in directing it as well. Departures for Israel chart a parabolic line, rising 
quickly in the initial years and then falling sharply. The absence of quotas, lengthy application 
processes or waiting, made Israel an accessible and attractive destination, even for Russian-
speaking immigrants without strong Zionist leanings. Arrivals to the U.S. and Germany, by 
contrast, chart a steadier increase and decline. Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants did not just 
immigrate when or where they chose: they left when state actors allowed and resettled in 
countries explicit in their desire to receive them, often, as in the U.S. and Germany, as refugees. 
In 1988, the U.S. accepted nearly all refugee applications from Soviet Jews. However, the 
prospect of a large and sustained flow of refugees, and the budgetary demands it implied, 
worried the Bush administration, threatening to pit refugees from the USSR and communist 
southeast Asia against those fleeing conflicts in Central and Latin America (Orleck 1999). 
Already in April 1989 the U.S. began to tack a new course, proposing to limit the number of 
Soviet refugee entrants to 50,000 per year, of whom 40,000 could presumably be Jewish 
(Rosenberg 2003: 429; Gitelman 2006: 10). The high-water mark was reached in 1992 with the 
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arrival of over forty-five thousand legal Jewish immigrants (Dietz 2000). Ironically, the enlarged 
quota experienced substantial slack in nearly every subsequent year.  
The Lautenberg Amendment passed in 1990 eased the path of immigration to the U.S. 
Sponsored primarily by Sen. Frank Lautenberg and Rep. Bruce Morrison, it extended “the 
presumption of persecution” to applicants who were Soviet Jews, Evangelical Christians, and 
members of the Ukrainian Catholic and Orthodox churches (Rosenberg 2003: 434) such that “the 
INS officer was to presume an individual to be a refugee unless there was persuasive contrary 
evidence.” (ibid: 433) Although the amendment was intended to remain in force only one year, it 
was extended several times, shaping immigration through the 1990s. And while the Amendment 
did not require that applicants have family in the U.S. over time only those with family sponsors 
were considered for visas (444). It transformed into a “hybrid program whose applicants 
simultaneously had to meet lesser standards as refugees and ordinary standards as immigrants, 
whereupon family-sponsored immigrants would be treated as the equivalent of immediate 
family.” (449). There is substantial speculation that Israeli policy makers were distressed by the 
prospect of large number of Jewish refugees heading elsewhere than to the Jewish state, as had 
happened in the 1970s and early 1980s. Loath to forfeit the “historic opportunity [of Soviet 
emigration] to increase the Jewish population of Israel” (121), the Israeli government made a 
concerted effort to direct the flow emigrants. They pressured their U.S. counterparts to restrict 
entry to the U.S. (Gold 1995: 11; Gitelman 2006: 10; Rosenberg 2003: 438). 
The immigration policy for Soviet Jews developed very differently in Germany. Unlike 
the U.S., Germany received only small numbers of Jewish immigrants from the Soviet Union in 
the 1970s and 1980s (Tress 1995: 44). Earlier it had become home for Polish, Hungarian, Czech 
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and Romanian Jews who fled in the late 1950s and 1960s. In the 1980s Soviet Jews entered the 
East German Republic (GDR) as tourists hoping to apply for asylum in West Germany (41). In 
the first few years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, Jewish immigration to Germany was largely 
unregulated with Jewish immigrants arriving on, and then overstaying, tourist visas. In the 
summer of 1990, the transition government of the GDR, the Volkskammerregierung,13 which 
succeeded Erich Honecker after he stepped down from power, approved the immigration of 
Soviet Jews in the last of its sessions (Körber 2016). “Anyone being able to prove his or her 
Jewish roots (at least one Jewish parent) was unbureaucratically accepted as a refugee and 
became eligible for several social benefits” (Doomernik 1996: 413). 
The Soviet Union had promoted labor and educational migration among allied countries 
across Africa, Asia and the Europe, and upon reunification the German federal government 
“announced that all foreigners living in the former GDR must return to their countries of origin” 
(Tress 1997: 26). The leadership of the Central Council of Jews in Germany (Zentralrat der 
Juden in Deutschland), “and especially its president [Ignatz Bubis] were at the height of their 
influence in the 1990s” (Brenner 2011: 4) and resisted the inclusion of Soviet Jewish immigrants 
in this policy. In January 1991, then Chancellor Helmut Kohl and leaders of German federal 
states issued the “Bonn Resolutions of the State Minister-Presidents” that distinguished Jews 
from the Soviet Union from other refugees (Tress 1995: 40) and established a formal mechanism 
for their immigration. Rather than create a formal, new category of immigration, they adapted 
the existing regulations of Kontingentflüchtlinge (quota refugee) to include Jewish immigrants.14 
                                                 
13  The Volkskammer was the unicameral legislature of the GDR. 
14  This category of admission created to manage the arrival of Vietnamese refugees (Gulina 2010: 49), whose plight 
motivated western governments in 1980 to pass laws for the first time to formalize the admission of refugees, that 
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The new German regulation limited the submission of applications to consulates in the Soviet 
Union (26) ending the practice of those arriving and then applying, but also regularized the status 
of those who had arrived earlier and had settled in Berlin (e.g. Duldung or “tolerated” but lacking 
permanent residency [Tress 1997: 30]). Germany estimated that it could absorb at most 10,000 
Jewish arrivals annually, although the quota was never enforced (27). Immigration, however, 
often proceeded slowly. Applications took three months to receive federal approval, and then 
were forwarded to the states for review, which lasted anywhere from an additional six months to 
three years (Harris: 1997: 201). For example, Germany admitted 16,000 Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrants in 1996 with a backlog of around 23,000 persons under review15 (ibid). 
Admission criteria were tightened in 2005, effectively marking the end of this immigration.  
 
State and community advocates for immigration  
American Jews worked hard to link the cause of Soviet emigration to that of civil and 
human rights, and Soviet Jewry was the one issue that united an increasingly fractured 
community (Gitelman 2016: 9). Although the American Jewish community played a limited role 
in the passage of the Lautenberg Amendment, as “it is most likely that Jewish lobbying 
reinforced rather than caused [the overwhelming bipartisan] support” for it (Rosenberg 2003: 
448), the cause of Soviet Jewry supplied an issue around which to unite, organize and advocate. 
This political organizing helped shape the way many American Jews understood their own 
                                                 
since the 1951 Geneva Convention on refugees had occurred on an ad-hoc basis (Tress 1998: 119). Ironically, there 
was no official quota established of people allowed to resettle, a principle that was reinforced in a meeting of 
Interior Ministers of federal states and the Jewish community in 1996, even as immigration from the former Soviet 
Union was receiving greater scrutiny, leading to the introduction of new, more stringent language qualification for 
Ethnic German immigrants (Harris 1997: 192). 
15 Harris’ study was published in 1997, and he reports the “current backlog”, likely as of 1996. 
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identities. Launched in the mid-1960s, the protest movement functioned as a Jewish ethnic social 
movement following in the footsteps of the many ‘rights’ movements of that era. The Soviet 
Jewry movement challenged the desire of the Jewish establishment to assimilate into the 
American mainstream by employing religious rituals as a central component of their protests. 
Many American Jews also viewed their vocal and often dramatic activism as a repudiation of 
their parents’ generation’s ‘silence’ during the Holocaust. Employing religious ritual in politics, 
the Soviet Jewry movement innovated a new set of practices and politics for the organized 
American Jewish community. Drawing on religious practice, particularly from the Passover 
holiday and its associations with exodus, freedom and nation, activists in the American Jewish 
community framed their protests as a sacred obligation, and at the same time re-appropriated a 
religious ritual as a form of civic expression and a manifestation of American Jewish identity. 
They subverted the separation of these spheres of action and identity that had governed 
American Jewish life until then (Kelner 2008: 23).  
In both Germany and the U.S., Soviet Jewish arrivals were admitted on humanitarian 
grounds through amendments to established law or procedures in regulating refugees’ arrival. 
Accepting Jewish immigrants from the (former) Soviet Union represented the culmination of 
decades of advocacy and policymaking by the US government. It provided the United States 
with a substantive issue with which to press Soviet leadership (Beckerman 2010: 449-50), to 
express and differentiate its values from those of its Cold War rival. The U.S. had, as Senator 
Lautenberg argued, urged Soviet Jews to “[give] up home, family, and friends to rely on the U.S. 
Government’s longstanding promise of resettlement” (Rosenberg 2003: 435), and admitting 
them fulfilled “the implicit moral obligation” (447) some perceived the U.S. had accrued as a 
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result. However, Germany’s relationship with these immigrants was very different, as it—unlike 
the U.S.—had had not actively lobbied for the release of Soviet Jews or other religious 
minorities. Immigration allowances were introduced during the transition in governments in East 
Germany, initiated by a group outside of the established power structure in either German state, 
one that had sought to remake a humane socialism in the GDR. The (re-) adoption of this 
immigration policy by the Kohl administration occurred only after, and separately from, the 
formal reunification of the two German states. West Germany was experienced in memorializing 
the history of Jews in Germany, and in dealing with its small Jewish community. However, both 
welcoming immigrants and actively growing the population of Jewish residents and the 
membership of Jewish communities were policy initiatives that had little precedent.  
For a reunified Germany, Jewish settlement would serve to mark the difference between 
the Federal Republic and the Nazi state and could revive its otherwise rapidly dwindling Jewish 
community. The “successful integration of Jews in a democratic Germany” in the decades after 
the Holocaust was understood as a “litmus test for the new Bundesrepublik [Federal Republic of 
Germany],” Michael Brenner, a historian of post-war Jewish life in Germany writes. He quotes 
figures that bookend the second half of the twentieth century to illustrate the endurance of this 
perspective in the thinking of German leaders. Already “[i]n 1949, John J. McCloy, the U.S. 
Military Governor (and later High Commissioner) in Germany stated… ‘What this [the Jewish] 
community will be, how it forms itself, how it becomes a part and how it merges with the new 
Germany, will, I believe be watched very closely and very carefully by the entire world. It will, 
in my judgement, be one of the real touchstones and the test of Germany’s progress towards the 
light.’ More than fifty years later Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer sounded a similar theme 
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when he said: ‘An important measurement of our capacity to be an open and tolerant society is 
the presence of Jewish communities in Germany. The question of whether Jews feel safe in our 
country speaks to the basic issue of the credibility of our democracy.’” (2011: 1) However, the 
path Germany took in permitting Jewish immigration from the former Soviet Union makes clear 
that it was neither a natural outgrowth of existing policy nor a foregone conclusion that once 
initiated by the GDR it would be adopted by the reunified Germany. 
 The Jewish community in Germany has benefited both demographically and 
ideologically from the immigration as well. The membership of Jewish communities in Germany 
(Jüdische Gemeinden) rose nearly four-fold from 27,711 in 1990 to a high of 107,794 in 2006, 
one year after the wave of immigration tapered off. At the end of 2017 the membership rolls 
totaled 97,791 (Zentralwohlstandstelle der Juden in Deutschladn e.V. 2018). The high proportion 
of elderly among Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants and the tendency of working-aged 
immigrants to not register with Jewish communities has contributed to the decline. Moreover, 
“unchanged low birthrates in an otherwise growing population” has meant that there have not 
been “longer run changes in demographic aging” in the Jewish population in Germany (Dietz et 
al. 2002: 43). 
 The immigration represented an endorsement of Jewish life in Germany and 
deeply affected the Jewish community’s understanding of itself. Until then, Jewish settlement in 
Germany was persistently shadowed by doubts whether Jews should rightfully live there in the 
wake of the Holocaust. “We are sitting on packed suitcases” (“Wir leben auf gepackten Koffern”) 
was a phrase often used to describe the community’s mindset. Even in the 1980s, “living in 
Germany was for many Jews an emotional state of emergency” (Kramer 2009: 4). The arrival of 
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a large number of Jewish immigrants transformed the Jewish communities from being 
“considered… temporary organizations […to becoming] an anchor for the newcomers… This 
made many veterans of the Jewish community feel vindicated by their difficult decision to stay 
in Germany. Thus, the immigration stamped the final seal of legitimacy on Jewish life in 
Germany,” wrote Stephan Krammer, the General Secretary of Central Council in marking the 
twentieth anniversary of the start of the immigration (ibid: 4-5). Although in very different ways, 
immigration from the (former) Soviet Union enabled Jewish communities in both the U.S. and 
Germany to better understand and more confidently assert themselves as members of their 
respective societies. 
 
Motivation to Immigrate 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants’ motives for immigration after the Soviet Union 
weakened and collapse are often questioned. Before 1989, their reasons for leaving hardly 
needed to be argued. Facing state discrimination, at times violent and often oppressive, 
emigration appeared like a natural choice. But the impending economic collapse of the Soviet 
Union in the 1990s led them to be dubbed the “kolbasa (sausage) immigration,” (Markowitz 
2009: 344; Roberman 2016: 2) charging they maintained “a purely instrumental relationship with 
their Jewish identity” (Elias 2005: 168), resistant to meaningful engagement in Jewish practice. 
Others have emphasized the dependence of an elderly immigration on state services, remarking 
how Germany became “their nursing home - or their medical centre” (Bodemann and Bagno 
2008: 161). Their plight is depicted as primarily economic and contrasted with the religious or 
political motives of others.  
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Economic, political and social factors were interrelated, making it difficult to delimit one 
factor from another as critics attempt to do. Gorbachev’s reform-oriented policies loosened 
restrictions on expression and communication, but alongside greater freedom of expression they 
spawned a wave of public anti-Semitism that put many Soviet Jews on edge. “Anti-Semitic 
incidents persisted throughout the 1990s, including bombings of synagogues, physical attacks on 
Jewish leaders and institutions in various parts of Russia, and anti-Semitic remarks from 
opposition Russian politicians and local governor…” (Rosenberg 2003: 442) Soviet Jews had 
other reasons to imagine a bleak future if they remained. Health concerns from the Chernobyl 
catastrophe in 1986 persisted, particularly in Belarus which bore the brunt of the fallout and 
which along with Ukraine were home to a large Jewish population. As the Soviet Union 
dissolved, the newly independent successor countries struggled with inflation, food shortages, 
rising rates of ethnic conflict in areas like Georgia, Azerbaijan and Chechnya, as well as a spike 
in crime and lawlessness in major Russian cities. Annelise Orleck observes that “it is impossible 
to clearly separate economic motivations for emigration from political ones” (1999: 81) as 
economic hardship often resulted from political developments.  
Surveys captured immigrants’ concerns, hopes and desires, and their findings are 
consistent across wave and destination. In a survey of Jewish immigrants aided by the New York 
Association for New Americans (NYANA), the three most highly cited reasons for immigrating 
were fear of discrimination (53%), a desire to reunite with family (20%), and to escape 
discrimination (14%). Other reasons, like personal freedom, religious freedom and a higher 
74 
 
standard of living all polled under ten percent.16 These are similar to the motivations reported to 
Rita Simon in her survey of Soviet Jewish immigrants to the U.S. who arrived between 1972 and 
1980: antisemitism in the Soviet Union (49%), concern for their children’s future education 
(34%), and the desire to reunite with relatives in the U.S. (33%)17 (Simon 1997: 60). Fear of 
discrimination and antisemitism were also the primary reason mentioned by immigrants to 
Germany in explaining why they left. Schoeps et al. found the most frequently offered reason 
given was that antisemitism assumed a threatening dimension (37%). Another 15% cited no 
longer being able to take responsibility for the situation facing their family, the deteriorating 
economic situation (11%) and the seemingly unavoidable prospect of a civil war (11%), 
reflecting the interdependence of political stability, personal safety and economic opportunity18 
(Schoeps et al. 1996: 61). Over half reported experiencing antisemitism in the (former) Soviet 
Union frequently. Schoeps et al. asked immigrants about why they chose not to immigrate 
elsewhere given the option of at least one other destination available to Jewish immigrants. They 
said that they would have left for Israel if “the weather and living conditions were more 
                                                 
16 Source: Survey conducted by Amy Corning (2010) (Referenced as Corning/NYANA). A random sample was 
drawn among immigrants assisted by NYANA, an immigrant resettlement agency based in New York City, between 
1989 and 1999. A mail survey was conducted in 2000 and yielded 1,021 returns (Corning 2010). The distribution of 
survey responses by year of immigration and country of origin was representative of the population of refugees from 
the former Soviet Union assisted by HIAS (See ibid: Appendix). However, the median age of respondent who 
arrived 1987 and later was 61, substantially higher than that reported by Tolts (2016). Similarly, NJPS 2000-01 
reports that FSU immigrants (1980+) ages 18-34 comprise 28% of the NJPS sample, but only 8% of the NYANA-
recruited sample. This is likely an artifact of the sample source and strategy: although drawn in 2000, it relies on 
lists that reflect adults in the population a decade earlier, those assisted by NYANA at immigration. Those in the 
youngest age group at the time of the survey were either minors at the time of arrival, or were likely not the head of 
household, with the likely restriction in sample selection of only one respondent per household. The dataset was 
obtained from Corning in 2014, and calculations are my own. 
17 In each city, the sample frame was obtained from a Jewish resettlement agency and was drawn from the entirety of 
soviet immigrant families who had arrived in the US between 1972 and 1980 and whose head of household was 
between eighteen and fifty-five years of age at the time of arrival (Simon 1997: 60). 
18 The survey was conducted in 1993-4 and recruited respondents – 413 Jewish immigrants from the former Soviet 
Union living in communities across Germany – through Jüdische Gemeinde, dormitories/refugee housing, social 
service and self-help organizations (Schoeps et al. 1996: 28-29). 
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European” (30%) or if “Israel were not threatened by its Arab neighbors and the PLO” (12%). 
Similarly, they would have departed for the United States if “there were no quotas on 
immigration” (26%).19 
Robert Brym interviewed Russian-speaking Jews in the capital cities of Moscow, Kiev 
and Minsk. The study was fielded in 1994, by which time large masses had already departed, and 
so not surprisingly less than a third (29%) stated they still intended to emigrate. Most expressed 
interest in moving to Israel, and to a lesser extent the U.S. Germany was last among destination 
countries mentioned (2008: 64), although the bulk of immigrants who ultimately settled there 
were still to arrive at this point in time. Among the minority aspiring to emigrate, the primary 
impetus reported for leaving was, what Brym groups as, a set of ‘economic’ reasons (59%). 
However, the most popular ‘economic’ motive selected was “for the sake of children’s future” 
(24%), in the same category as more clearly economic “to improve standard of living” (18%) and 
“no expected improvement in situation” (17%). Indeed, concern for children’s future represents a 
classic immigrant motivation alongside a desire to improve one’s own fortunes. Alternatively, 
Brym could have instead classified the most popular of the responses with another family-related 
response option “to keep family together” (8%) (66). Other surveys cited above frame concern 
for children in terms of education and familial well-being. ‘Economic’ reasons for immigration 
includes a range of motives, and we might consider different ways in which its components are 
interpreted in survey findings. 
                                                 
19 Translations are my own. All other reasons given were endorsed by less than 10% of respondents. The largest 
category of responses, however, was ‘I can’t say’ (Israel: 31%; U.S.: 45%). 
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The decision by so many Russian-speaking Jews to immigrate to Germany, the land of 
the perpetrators of the Holocaust, surprised and confounded many. The Word Jewish Congress 
(WJC) declaration in 1948 of Germany as “bloodstained territory” long captured the sentiment 
that Jews should never live there again (Brenner 2011: 1). The incongruity of Jewish 
immigration to Germany was compounded by their preference of it over Israel, the declared 
Jewish state. To explain, some emphasized the instrumental nature of the immigration, whether 
personal (e.g., the superior social welfare benefits the German state provides) or political (e.g., 
the historical legitimacy a larger Jewish population offers Germany). Yet, their motives are 
similar to those of immigrants elsewhere: Germany could secure a healthier, safer and more 
prosperous future for their children. About four in five respondents said that Germany holds, in 
the somewhat stilted English in which the survey items were translated for publication, 
“perceptions of promise for children”20 (Ben-Rafael 2016: 177). 
Immigrants have approached Germany with mixed feelings, at once both cognizant of the 
tragic past and appreciative of the opportunity it affords them and their families. Half said the 
“memory of the Shoah” “very much so” represents “unpleasant aspects in [sic] Germany” (53%) 
and a similar proportion agree that “in the context of the past, living in Germany as a Jew” today 
is “very problematic” or “problematic” (47%)21 (Ben-Rafael 2016: 176-177). Schoeps et al. 
                                                 
20 Ben-Rafael conducted a survey of 1,018 Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants in Germany in 2008-2009 with a 
questionnaire intended for a representative sample of Jews living in Germany. They were contacted through Jewish 
schools, clubs, and student organizations, and through snowballing, starting from initial interviewees (Ben-Rafael 
2016: 174). Results for this item were reported by religious affiliation (i.e., Orthodox, Liberal, Traditional, and 
Secular), but not in total. Elsewhere Ben-Rafael reports the proportions of respondents by religious affiliation. I 
calculated the total percentage reported above (80%) using these proportions. This question was asked of 
respondents with children (n=660). 
21 The question on the “memory of the Shoah” was reported by age subgroups and the question on “living in 
Germany” by religious affiliation. As above, I calculated totals using the proportions Ben-Rafael reports earlier. 
Percentages reported appear to exclude non-response to each item (Shoah memory: n=892; Living in DE: n=878). 
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reported a similar finding a decade earlier. Among those for whom the Holocaust was very 
meaningful to their families, however, only 9% believed it negatively impacted their relationship 
to Germany (1996: 67-8). Others have offered historically rooted arguments. The Holocaust and 
World War II were memorialized differently in the Soviet Union than in the former Allied 
countries. The Soviets ‘universalized’ the war experience, framing the victories and losses in 
terms of all Soviet peoples. Jews were not recognized as special targets of Nazi propaganda and 
policies or victims of death camps. Soviet cultural policy employed an ever-complicated 
semantic code, and euphemistically described Jews as ‘peaceful citizens.’ The politically charged 
reference, while recognizable in the immediate aftermath of the war, was lost to post-WWII 
generations that no longer recognized the politics of its constructions and deployment (Belkin 
2010: 26). The enduring framing of the Second World War in Soviet culture was that of the 
victor. The Soviet Union celebrated and memorialized its victory, for example, installing May 
9th, Victory Day of the Great Patriotic War, as a major holiday on the national calendar. Soviet 
Jews served in the war in large numbers, and many veterans were recognized for their service 
(ibid). The medals and ribbons elderly immigrants brought with them illustrate the way in which 
they were heirs both to the memory of the Holocaust and that of Nazi Germany’s defeat. This 
perspective differs from that of non-immigrant Jewish communities in Israel, the U.S. and 
western Europe. It differed for another reason. Viewing Germany solely in terms of the 
Holocaust requires adopting a wholly retrospective view. The responsibilities Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrants faced meant, however, that they needed to adopt a prospective orientation, 




 Concern for antisemitism in Germany did not meaningfully register among those 
interviewed for this study. None reported being victims of antisemitism since their arrival in 
Germany through 2012. Some reported xenophobic encounters, like being bullied or targeted as 
immigrants when they were younger, particularly when they still spoke accented German, but 
not on account of being Jewish, which was similar to the reports among interviewees in New 
York City. Larissa Remennick observed an even smoother integration in 20 interviews she 
conducted in 2014 with a slightly older cohort, those who arrived in Geramny at ages 10-17 
(2017: 87). She reports that “none of [the interviewees] recalled feelings of discrimination and 
neglect from teachers or exclusion by their peers.” (ibid) Small, convenience samples, like those 
used in qualitative studies like this do not necessarily reflect trends registered in official 
statistics, which measure more severe offenses of antisemitic crime. Crime motivated by 
antisemitism, and xenophobia in general, rose in Germany throughout the 1990s as the stresses 
of reunification mounted, symbolized riots in the northeastern city of Rostock in 1992, when 
right-wing extremists set alight a building housing asylum seekers. The rate has fluctuated 
considerably from year to year; the low point since 2000 was registered in 2011, the year prior to 
this research study.22 The vast majority are committed by right-wing extremists, although, the 
perception of antisemitism among Jews in Germany is different, blaming Muslims instead. “In 
2015, the chairman of the Central Council of Jews in Germany, Joseph Schuster, confirmed this 
                                                 
22 Criminal acts determined to be antisemitic in nature by the police have number over 1,000 per year since 2000 
(Bergman 2004: 75), peaking in 2006 at 1,758 although the number fluctuates considerably from year to year. The 
low point since 2000 was 1,210 crimes reported in 2011. In the last year for which data was available, 2017, 1,467 
criminal acts were recorded (Schulte von Drach 2018: Part 5). More generally, the rise of the xenophobic, anti-
islamic “Pegida” ("Patriotic Europeans Against the Islamisation of the West") movement, and the electoral success 
on the state level by right-wing extremist National Democratic Party of Germany (NPD) and more recently by the 
anti-European and immigrant Alternative for Germany (AfD) have heightened concern. 
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impression in Die Welt: ‘Most of the attacks indeed come from right-wing extremists, and most 
of the anti-Jewish demonstration and for a while the loudest antisemitic slurs now come from the 
Muslim side’” (Schulte von Drach 2018). Antisemitic incidents have risen precipitously recently, 
although the number registered the year of this research project was among the lowest.23 
Nationalism and xenophobia’s emphatic emergence in mainstream politics have markedly 
changed conditions since this study’s interviews were completed. Electorates in both the U.S. 
and Germany have revealed greater tolerance for what earlier would have been deemed extreme 
rhetoric and positions. 
 
Profile of immigration: Demographics 
From 1989-2009, 1.6 million Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants departed the (former) 
Soviet Union. Nearly one million immigrated to Israel, 326,000 settled in the U.S. and 224,000 
made their home in Germany24 (Tolts 2016: 24). Immigrants arriving in Germany and the U.S. 
were older, on average, than those drawn to Israel. The median age of those arriving in Israel was 
34 as compared with 40 in the U.S. and over 45 in Germany. Stated differently, those ages 65 
and older were less common among immigrants to Israel (12.3%), than those going to the U.S. 
(16.9%) and Germany (22.6%) (ibid: 28). Men and women came in about equal numbers to the 
U.S. and Germany (U.S. Men: 52%; Women: 48%; DE: 49% / 51%) (Ament 2004: 8; Kessler 
2003: 2). All three countries enabled Jewish immigrants from the (former) Soviet Union to 
                                                 
23 Different political conditions in the U.S. have led to a rise in antisemitic incidents, doubling between 2015 and 
2017 (ADL 2017: 4). There too, the year in which interview for this research project was conducted registered 
among the lowest point since federal hate crime reporting was introduced in 2001 (Pattani and Levi, 2017). 
24 The enumeration of immigrants to the U.S. in this wave differs by author: starting in 1987 (Kasinitz et al. 2008; 
Hegner 2008: 29) or 1989 (Tolts 2016). The immigration to Germany began in 1990. 
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emigrate as family units. About two-thirds of all adult Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants in 
the U.S. reported being married.25 Among Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants ages 25-54 
nearly four in five in both the U.S. and Germany were married and the same proportion arrived 
with children.26 Judith Kessler’s work in Berlin among Russian-speaking Jewish adult 
immigrants reports a somewhat lower rate of those married (58%). She notes that “single men 
immigrated mainly at the beginning of the ‘wave’,” likely the period before it was regularlized. 
She adds that “many older women followed later… and account for two-thirds of the 12% of 
widowed immigrants” (2003: 2). Other family members, like grandparents, aunts and uncles, 
also arrived often at the same time or within a few years.  
Early immigrants were more likely to come from major cities, hold university degree and 
have worked in white-collar professions. Residents of Moscow and St. Petersburg comprised 
34% and 28% of emigrants in 1989-90 but dropped to half or less than that percentage by 1993 
(Remennick 2007: 47). The proportion of those from smaller cities and provinces rose in tandem, 
from 38% in 1989 to 71% in 1993 (Tolts 1997: 163). According to the 1989 Russian census, 
over two-thirds of Jewish residents of Moscow and St. Petersburg had earned a university degree 
                                                 
25 This rate appears in a number of studies: A) Among immigrants from the former Soviet Union who arrived in 
1980 or later, roughly the group covered by this study, two-thirds (68%) were married, as reported in the National 
Jewish Population Survey (NJPS 2000-1) (Ament 2004: 9). B) A survey of those who immigrated in 1987 or later 
and were settled by New York Association for New Americans (NYANA) finds a similar percentage who are 
married or living with a partner (72%), and further that 79% of arrived with children. Tabulations are my own. C) A 
study of the children’s generation offers a different vantage point, but a similarly high rate of married households: 
three-quarters (74%) of the parents of Russian Jewish immigrant youth in New York City were married (Kasinitz 
2008: 52). The NYANA study also reports three-quarters (72%) of those with children were married. 
26 A comparison of the Corning/NYANA and GIF-LMI datasets (described in a footnote below) of working-age (25 
to 54-year-olds) Jewish immigrants who departed 1989 or later (US: Married/living with partner: 81%; Has child: 
81%; Germany: Married: 78%; Has child: 80%). 
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as compared with only about 55% of Jews in the provinces. Large city dwellers were both more 
likely to leave sooner and were more highly educated as well (Tolts 1997: 168).27  
 
Education 
Parents’ educational background and labor force experiences shaped the homes and 
communities in which the 1.5 and second generations grew up. The high level of educational 
attainment in the Soviet Union was reflected in the immigration as well. The U.S. succeeded in 
attracting the most educated immigrants (Cohen et al. 2011: 17). Two-thirds of Russian-speaking 
Jewish men (66%) and women (63%) arriving in the U.S. 1990-1995 held the equivalent of a 
bachelor’s degree or higher. This rate declined somewhat in the latter half of the decade. Among 
those arriving 1996-2000, three in five men (60%) and women (58%) had undergraduate degrees 
(14-16). The qualifications of those immigrating to Germany and Israel were also high, albeit 
substantially lower than those who went to the U.S. Fewer than half of men arriving in 1990-
1995 (Israel: 46%; Germany: 44%) and 1996-2000 (Israel: 43%; Germany: 36%), and a similar 
proportion of women (1990-1995: Israel: 47%; Germany: 38%; 1996-2000: Israel: 44%; 
Germany: 37%) held a college degree upon immigration (ibid). While some would have asserted 
that more generous welfare benefits drew the least skilled immigrants to Germany, Yinon Cohen, 
Yitzchak Haberfeld and Irena Kogan found that “the data… provide only a weak support, if at 
all, to this hypothesis. Although the proportions of college educated immigrants choosing 
Germany are somewhat lower than the proportions choosing Israel, the differences are small 
                                                 
27 These profiles need to be interpreted with caution as they represent only emigrants from Russia and not the other 
republics. A series of surveys from the late 1990s, for example, found that about half of Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants came from the Ukraine or Belarus and only about one-quarter from Russia (Kliger 2000). As such these 
data offer a holistic view of selection that likely occurred in the early stages of the immigration. 
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(compared with a greater gap between these two and the US), based on a very small number of 
cases (in Germany), and are not statistically significant” (17). 
 
Employment and Unemployment 
Despite their educational credentials, immigrants to both Germany and the U.S. 
confronted a difficult job market when they arrived. The unemployment rate in the U.S. was on 
the rise when they first arrived, increasing from 5.3% in 1989 to 7.6% in 1992, and would not 
return to pre-immigration levels until 1996. In Germany, the unemployment rate registered 7.2% 
in 1989 and would continue to climb to 12.7% in 1997, the year the greatest number of Jewish 
immigrants arrived. It did not fall below 10 percent for the duration of the immigration. As a 
consequence, many immigrants met little success when they first searched for work. Among 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants to the U.S. ages 16 and older, between 1989 and 1994, the 
period during which the vast majority of them arrived, nearly a third were unemployed (29.7%) 
(Tress 1998: 130). In Germany, the situation was more severe. Among working aged adults (25-
64) arriving 1990-1995, nearly a third were unemployed (32%). Among those arriving in the 
latter half of the decade the rate was nearly double, 60% (Cohen et al. 2007: 161). Local studies 
of Russian-speaking immigrants in Berlin and the state of Nordrhein-Westfallen (NRW) report 
similar rates, with immigrants overwhelmingly on public assistance, and suffering from 
pervasive unemployment ranging from about 40% in Nordrhein-Westfallen (Gruber & Rüßler 
2002: 40) to more than 75% in Berlin (Kessler 2003: 3). Julius Schoeps estimated the 
unemployment rate across Germany for this group to be over 48% in 1998 (quoted in Gruber & 
Rüßler 2002: 40). In a study fielded in 2007, by which time respondents on average had been in 
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Germany more than nine years, the unemployment rate among Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrant men in Germany was 25% and among women 35% (Haberfeld et al. 2011: 12-14). 
The lack of formal, paid employment for many older immigrants has meant not only a 
loss of income, but also of self-esteem and greater difficulty integrating. While the social safety 
net succeeds in shielding these immigrants from physical suffering, it comes at the cost of social 
exclusion (Roberman 2016: 21). Svetlana Roberman, an Israeli researcher and immigrant herself, 
noticed the absence of a “strong sense of self-worth” when older immigrants in Germany speak 
about their community, in contrast to their peers in Israel (20). The transition from the Soviet 
economy of full employment and material shortages to unemployment and robust consumption 
in Germany provided financial security and yet, the older immigrants she encountered were 
largely discontent. The generous social welfare benefits for which they are eligible enable them 
to participate in the consumption economy, but do not facilitate their entry into the productive 
side of the economy. Instead they are “condemned to consume” (189). The lack of a productive, 
economic role forecloses on reciprocity between older immigrants and others, and impedes the 
development of their relationship, with both the German state and Jewish community (183). 
The exceptionally high rate of unemployment in Germany drew worried conclusions. 
Cohen and Kogan in an article published in 2005 at the conclusion of the wave of arrivals to 
Germany, comment: “Evidently, something is very wrong with the employment situation of 
recent JQR [Jewish Quota Refugees] in Germany” (2005: 262). They attribute some of the 
reason for the lagging economic performance of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants in 
Germany to the availability of greater public assistance as well as a rigid labor market (ibid: 
265). Indeed, Olaf Glöckner in his research on highly educated professionals and intellectuals 
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among the Russian-speaking immigration to Germany bemoans the “absurdity of brain waste and 
devaluation of human resources” (2010: 253) that has resulted from their absence in large 
numbers from the German labor market. While highly educated immigrants are well positioned 
to command higher wages, in Germany they face additional hurdles in doing so. Educational 
credentials acquired abroad need to be recognized domestically in a large number of occupations 
in order to access work in those fields. Moreover, “qualifications are only valued if they can be 
supported by fluency or even eloquence in the host country’s language…Recent studies (Esser, 
2006) have shown anew that unsatisfactory language proficiency among highly-qualified 
immigrants is not associated with any meaningful labour market gains, which in the end might 
lead to even more pronounced ethnic penalties” (Kogan 2011: 6). Employment in the mainstream 
economy has the added benefit of bringing immigrants into contact with German-speakers, 
which motivates and assists them in improving their language skills. While immigrants received 
language instruction upon arrival, in many cases it did not suffice to develop immigrants’ 
language skills sufficiently.28 In a survey of working-aged Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, 
three-quarters (76%) of those ages 25-30 rate their German skills ‘good’ or better, as compared 
with two in five (42%) of those 31-55 (n=660, p<0.001).29  
                                                 
28 As related by some interviews collected as part of this study with regard to their parents. 
29 As part of a study of labor market integration entitled “Arbeitsmarktintegration: Aussiedler und jüdische 
Einwanderer aus der ehemaligen Sowjetunion in Deutschland und Israel” (GIF-LMI) immigrants from the former 
Soviet Union ages 25–54, who arrived in Germany between 1994 and 2005 and were 18 years of age or older. The 
sample was drawn based on an onomastic method (i.e. first and last name combinations of Russian-speaking origin 
from the German telephone book). Interviews were conducted by telephone in 2007 among 658 immigrants who 
arrived as Jewish quota refugees and 892 who were admitted as Spätaussiedler (ethnic Germans) (Liebau 2011: 80-
97; Haberfeld et al. 2011: 11). Only data related to Jewish quota refugees are reported here. The dataset was 
obtained from Liebau in 2012. Calculations are my own. 
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In a nuanced analysis of how Russian-speaking immigrants navigate the German labor 
market, Elisabeth Liebau makes clear that while subject to the market trends and regulation, 
immigrants’ job-seeking strategies play an important role as well. Jewish immigrants spent about 
12 months longer than Ethnic Germans seeking their first job after immigration. Moreover, they 
were also more likely to move to a second job, or to return to unemployment, in search of a 
professional, technical or managerial (PTM) position aligned with their education and experience 
(2011: 169). They seek work that both utilizes their existing human capital and offers them 
opportunities to continue to develop it (170). Nearly a third of employed immigrants in Germany 
were initially in more prestigious PTM fields, as opposed to only about 16% in Israel, despite 
their similar educational profiles. Cohen and Kogan speculate that immigrants in Israel 
experience greater downward occupational mobility as they are compelled to accept employment 
even when it does not match their field or the status they enjoyed earlier; long-term state benefits 
equip immigrants in Germany to seek a job better matching their educational credentials (2005: 
265).With time, however, this difference not only narrowed, but Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants in Israel were “able to improve their changes of PTM employment at a faster rate 
than in Germany”30 (Cohen and Kogan 2007: 162-3). Playing an active role in shaping their 
employment trajectory never escapes structural forces in each country, but immigrants’ efforts 
and ambitions are not wholly determined by them either. 
 
                                                 
30 In this earlier analysis (2007), Cohen and Kogan attribute this outcome entirely to institution differences between 
Israel and Germany, noting that “[t]he failure of FSU immigrants to achieve full economic assimilation in either 
country cannot be attributed to their selectivity with respect to either observed or unobserved characteristics.” The 




Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants to the U.S. experienced a high rate of earnings 
assimilation. For immigrants arriving 1990 and later to the U.S., men and women earned about 
half as much as their native-born peers (59% and 54%, respective) (Cohen & Haberfeld 2007: 
663) based on data available in 2000 (654). In Germany, after an average of more than nine years 
in the country, men earned 70% and women 67% as much as native-born peers (Haberfeld et al. 
2011: 13-14). Men in the Russian-speaking Jewish immigration of the 1970s initially also earned 
less than their native-born peers (69%), “but after 10-15 years, they earned more than natives 
(111.9%), implying a fast rate of earnings assimilation” (Cohen & Haberfeld 2007: 657). The 
relatively quick pace of earnings assimilation Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants have 
experienced in the U.S. means they should reach income parity with comparable white, non-
Hispanic natives sooner: in less than 16 for men and 13 years for women (ibid: 662). 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants to the U.S. have been “more successful in 
generating earnings from their human capital… secur[ing] greater earnings payoff in the U.S. 
labor market from their schooling, their labor market experience in the U.S., and their 
proficiency in English” than other immigrants (Chiswick et al. 2015). They have both more 
schooling (Men: 15.6 years among Russian Jewish immigrants vs. 12.6 among other immigrants; 
Women: 15.6 years vs. 13.1 years), higher levels of English proficiency (Men: 77% vs. 69%; 
Women: 87% vs. 78%), which they succeed in translating into higher earnings (Men: $65,400 vs. 
$51,900; Women: $43,100 vs. $34,600) (ibid: 12-13).31   
                                                 
31 Chiswick and Larsen’s analysis of the 2005-2009 American Community Survey (ACS) does not distinguish 
among immigrants by year of immigration and includes both Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants those who 
arrived prior to 1989 as well as those who came later. 
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While immigrants, particularly in the U.S., will likely have secured relatively 
comfortable incomes, the path there was not without difficulty. Interviewees in this study often 
described the material shortages of their early years in both the U.S. and Germany. Still, 
immigrants had a harder time in Germany. Prolonged bouts of unemployment meant that many 
in Germany drew on social welfare benefits, and often experienced poverty and its attendant 
challenges. Ben-Rafael highlights the mental health implications of the high unemployment rates 
in Germany. “Unemployment is seemingly the main reason for psychological and psychosomatic 
disorders” among Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, “especially among [those] with higher 
education and professional degrees” (2006: 98). A lack of work compounded “the loss of status 
and the absence of challenge and social mobility” that often accompanies immigration. Some 
Jewish organizations offered counseling services, as well as cultural projects in which members 
could engage (99). The difficult labor market in Germany potentially also had other 
consequences. Cohen and Kogan speculate that “the difficulties in labour market integration of 
JQR in Germany may explain why in recent years only about half of FSU Jewish emigrants 
chose that country, rather than the vast majority” (2005: 265). 
 
Social circles 
For some immigrating to Israel or the U.S., extended family had already immigrated in 
the earlier wave. Annelise Orleck, a historian of the recent Soviet Jewish migration in the U.S., 
notes the contrasting scenes of arrivals were between the waves of immigrants. The later wave of 
immigrants was greeted not only by representatives of the Jewish communities at the airport, as 
had been the earlier wave, but by family members as well. If those arriving in the 1970s and 80s 
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were leaving home, their post-1987 counterparts were “coming home as much as they [were] 
leaving home” (1999: 74). By contrast, only a minority of those arriving in Germany had many 
friends or relatives living there prior to their immigration (26%). Most reported having no pre-
existing social network (39%) or only a few friends and family (35%) (Kalter and Kogan 2014: 
1443). 
Among Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, social circles are often populated 
overwhelmingly by other immigrants. The language barrier and higher rates of unemployment as 
well as the dismissive and at times suspicious attitude they encountered likely contributed to this. 
Seven in ten Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants in the U.S. report that most of their closest 
friends are fellow Jewish immigrants, which is substantially higher than the rate measured 
among native-born Jews (41-52%)32 (Ament 2004: 16). In Germany there are indications of a 
somewhat different pattern of socializing, although the data available are less precise. In a survey 
of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants only one-third said that their close friends were 
exclusively Jewish (37%), while nearly two-thirds reported that they were both Jewish and non-
Jewish (62%)33 (Ben-Rafael et al. 2010: 58). Another study, employing representative sampling, 
found that among working aged Jewish immigrants to Germany (ages 25-54), three-quarters 
(75%) said that all or most of their friends were from the former Soviet Union. These rates are 
                                                 
32 Corning/NYANA: “Percent of friends who are emigres”, mean: 72% n=834; Jewish Community Survey – NY 
area (JCSNY): “Closest friends are mostly Jewish”, 73% of Russian-speaking households responded ‘yes’ versus 
41% of US-born non-Orthodox households. N=5,161; NJPS 2000-01: “Half or more of closest friends Jewish”, 71% 
among FSU immigrants (1980 and later) vs. 52% of the total US Jewish population (Ament 2004: 16). Tabulations 
of Corning/NYANA and JCSNY are my own. 
33 Results for this item were reported by household type (i.e., heterogeneous or homogeneous, namely whether all 
residents were Jewish or some were non-Jewish), but not in total. Elsewhere Ben-Rafael reports the proportions of 
respondents by household type. I calculated the total percentage reported above using these proportions. The Ben-
Rafael survey does not differentiate between Russian-speaking and non-Russian Jewish friends. Respondents for the 
survey were recruited in large part through Jewish institutions in Germany. 
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similar to those reported by non-Jewish Russian-speaking (Ethnic German) immigrants included 
in the same study (80%).34 In the U.S., the larger number of Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants, their concentrated settlement and the relative scarcity of other Russian-speakers 
meant they would forge ties largely among themselves. The dispersed settlement of Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrants across Germany meant that, unlike their American-bound 
counterparts, from the outset they often lived near Jewish and non-Jewish Russian-speakers. 
 
State support to immigrants 
 Jewish immigrants to Germany often lived in the same state-provided housing as 
ethnic German immigrants upon arrival. Refugee status carried distinct advantages, beyond the 
opportunity to immigrate itself.  These immigrants are able to draw on select forms of state 
support immediately upon arrival – cash assistance for the first six months, and later 
unemployment benefits. They received housing in dormitories (Wohnheim), which often were 
vacated army barracks, immediately upon arrival (Becker 2001: 191) and could stay for up to 
two years. Many lived there for several months, although not infrequently families stayed for 
over a year, before they moved into their own apartment. Refugees were insured under 
government health plans and did not have to pay insurance premiums and received food 
subsidies from federal states. Job training was provided by government employment offices 
(Arbeitsamt) for the first six months, during which time they also received language courses. 
Each Gemeinde determined its own offering of job training and language courses after the 
                                                 
34 GIF-LMI data: Jewish:  All: 32%; Most: 43%. Non-Jewish: All: 38%; Most: 42% The difference is statistically 
significant (chi sq <0.05) although the rate among non-Jewish immigrants is not meaningfully greater (n=886; 
n=660). Tabulations are my own. 
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completion of those offered by state agencies. Organizations like the Otto Benecke Foundation 
“greatly contributed to its graduates’ efforts to join the German labor market,” by offering 
“integration courses [which provided] practical training with German employers, allowing the 
immigrants to demonstrate their skills, acquire local professional experience, and become 
accustomed to German work habits” (Konnikov & Raijman 2016: 416). Childcare was provided 
by state governments (Tress 1997: 33; Tress 1998: 122). These benefits were generous, often 
three-times as valuable as the material benefits available to those who immigrated to the U.S. or 
Israel (Gulina 2010: 49).35 
In the U.S., immediate housing needs were provided for by Jewish communal 
organizations or family members who had arrived earlier. “NYANA workers took [those with no 
family relations in the New York City area] by bus to whatever temporary lodgings the agency 
had been able to arrange at the time – hotels, rooming houses, student dormitories” (Orleck 
1999: 90). NYANA then faced “the daunting task of finding permanent housing for tens of 
thousands of new immigrants every year” (ibid). As refugees they were eligible for welfare 
benefits as well as Section 8 housing support, food stamps and health insurance under Medicaid 
immediately upon arrival. They also received cash assistance dispensed by local resettlement 
organizations, like NYANA, for the first four to eight months. Elderly refugees were often 
eligible for Supplemental Social Security Insurance (SSI), which like welfare benefits initially 
was not time restricted. Job training and language instruction were provided by Jewish 
                                                 
35 At the same time, differed qualitatively from the other, much larger stream of Russian-speaking immigrant who 
arrived at the same time. The professional qualifications of Ethnic Germans were recognized, and they were eligible 




communal organizations, although only the latter was eligible for federal reimbursement. Up to 
six months of childcare was to be provided by resettlement agencies for refugees who found 
employment or undertook training, although no government funding was provided for this 
service (Tress 1997: 33; Tress 1998: 122). While Jewish communal organizations were tasked 
with providing many services, Orleck points out that the concentrated arrival of immigrants 
meant that “[u]nfortunately, only a small percentage were able to take full advantage of these 
programs. NYANA simply did not have the resource to reach such a large immigrant 
population” (1999: 91). 
The groundwork for establishing immigrant neighborhoods had been laid in the 1970s as 
NYANA first worked to settle smaller numbers of Soviet Jewish immigrants. Orleck describes 
the agency’s coordinated approach: “Working with a network of Jewish agencies – neighborhood 
YM-YWHA’s (Young Men’s and Young Women’s Hebrew Associations), Jewish Community 
Centers and the Metropolitan Jewish Coordinating Council on Jewish Poverty [they] identif[ied] 
vacant apartments… They decided on a strategy of settling as many of these immigrants as they 
could in historically Jewish neighborhoods where, they assumed, the local population would be 
most welcoming, and where there was already a social service system in place to care for Jewish 
elderly. Since affordability was a pressing concern (immigrants were not allowed to [take] cash 
with them from the Soviet Union), NYANA looked for apartments in aging, inner-city Jewish 
communities with good housing stock and high vacancy rates. The first settlement sites chosen 
for Soviet émigrés were Washington Heights in Manhattan, Rego Park and Forest Hills in 
Queens, and Williamsburg, Boro Park and Brighton Beach in Brooklyn (Fisher 1975: 267-69; 
Jacobson, 1975: 190-94)” (90-91). This strategy was in part pursued across the U.S. “[The 
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adaptation of elderly Soviet immigrants] was to a great degree eased by their settlement in senior 
citizen oriented urban Jewish enclaves like Brighton Beach, West Hollywood, West Rogers Park, 
and Allston/Brighton, where such medical, cultural and social service systems were already in 
place” (Orleck 1999: 151). Indeed, Markowitz notes that the most famous Russian-speaking 
neighborhoods among these, Brighton Beach, proved to be a “particularly hospitable 
environment for immigrant elderly,” because “[p]rior to the arrival of Soviet Jewish emigres, 
Brighton Beach had already become a geriatric community, composed primarily of Jews…. The 
neighborhood’s institutions, businesses, and services are all geared toward an aging clientele” 
(1993: 217). 
Social welfare programs served as an important safety net for Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants. Over four in five (82%) respondents in the Kasinitz et al. second-generation study 
recalled someone in their household that received at least one type of public assistance as they 
were growing up. The most common forms of assistance were Medicaid (46%) or food stamps 
(47%), a rate equal to those reporting having received help from Jewish organizations (44%). 
Older Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants were major beneficiaries of Supplemental Security 
Income (SSI), a cash assistance program for the elderly and disabled, for which they were 
eligible soon after arrival. However, welfare reform in the mid-1990s restricted benefits to 
citizens, and many elderly immigrants found it challenging to meet citizenship requirements. 
HIAS lobbied to amend these restrictions. The large proportion of elderly immigrants among 
those arriving in the 1990s meant they were strongly affected by these restrictions. Nearly 
100,000 elderly immigrants faced the loss of SSI, Medicare, food stamps and housing benefits 
(Orleck 1999: 188). Over ten thousand Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants arrived in 
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Washington in spring 1997 to protest the cuts, and HIAS and others launched intensive 
citizenship classes. The final budget agreement preserved cash assistance although other benefits 
were curtailed (ibid: 189-190). HIAS reported that in 2004 forty percent of the 4,400 refugees 
who lost SSI benefits because they had not become U.S. citizens were from the former Soviet 
Union (Nezer 2010: 5), and that benefits for an additional 8,000 former Soviet émigrés were 
expected to expire in 2010 (ibid). The sizable number of those affected a decade after 
immigration had effectively ceased reflected the continued reliance of many immigrants on 
public assistance. 
Benefits to immigrants to Germany were more secure, although they faced restrictions of 
another sort. As refugees, Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants were settled in accordance with 
the Königsteiner Schlüssel, a formula for distributing the burden of resettlement among 
Germany’s sixteen Federal states based on the proportion of their population in the country 
overall (Haug 2005: 4-5). Within each state, Jewish immigrants were often further assigned to 
specific locales, not infrequently to small cities. Cities with large numbers of social welfare 
recipients were barred from receiving new immigrants, making cities like Berlin and Cologne 
options only for the very earliest of arrivals. Immigrants were discouraged by the prospect of 
losing social welfare benefits from moving to another state, or in some cases a city, that might 
offer better job prospects or a more vibrant cultural life (Harris 1997: 184). Jewish communities 
were established where these immigrants settled, and today there are a total of 115 official 
communities (Jüdische Gemeinde). They exist in every federal state, with many in small and 
mid-sized cities. As a result, even at its peak, the Gemeinde in Berlin accounted for only 11,022 
of the 107,794, or 10% of immigrants nationwide (Zentralwohlstandstelle der Juden in 
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Deutschland e.V. 2007). This degree of population and institutional dispersion is unique to 
Germany. By contrast, over half of the Russian-speaking immigration to the U.S. settled in the 
New York metropolitan area (Orleck 1999: 85). The 2000-01 National Jewish Population Study 
found that 59% of immigrants from the former Soviet Union who had arrived 1980 or later were 
living in the Northeast, and an additional quarter (24%) resided in the West (Ament 2004: 9), 
which is roughly in line with the proportion of native-born American Jews (40%, 23%) (ibid).  
 
The Jüdische Gemeinde: Synagogue and State  
State support and legal standing structured Jewish communal life in Germany beyond 
geography. In Germany, a central governing body, the Zentralrat der Juden in Deutschland 
serves as the official representative of the Jewish community in discussions with government 
bodies. It operates like a state university system, where the system office handles government 
relations and reporting, and local campuses have a high degree of autonomy in their operations. 
Both the Zentralrat and local communities, Jüdische Gemeinden, are legally recognized as 
religious (ritual) communities, a Kultusgemeinde, rather than one organized around shared 
culture, ethnicity or another characteristic. This designation mirrors the organization of 
Germany’s dominant religious groups, the larger German Catholic and Protestant churches, 
relationship with the state. They are granted a privileged legal status (Körperschaft des 
öffentlichen Rechts), and access to state funding and funding mechanisms because of their 
religious character. Membership in Jewish communities involves more than self-identification. It 
obligates members to pay an additional Kirchensteuer (Church tax), which is often collected by 
the state along with other income tax withholdings. Religious organizations in the U.S. also 
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receive special financial advantages, tax exemption for the organization’s income, tax exemption 
for employees for selected forms of compensation, and tax benefits for donors. Organizations are 
compelled to conform to a particular structure to benefit from these financial advantages. These 
are granted to religious associations once they adopt a non-profit corporate structure and 
congregational form, led by lay leadership and administered by a professional clergy (Warner & 
Wittner 1998: 20-21). The exclusion of religion from public institutions spurred the 
establishment of Jewish educational programs and community centers, representing an 
additional, albeit indirect, benefit from separation between church and state. 
While membership in Jüdische Gemeinden was a widely accepted practice among Jewish 
citizens in Germany prior to 1989, many immigrants were loath to part with a significant fraction 
of their income once they started working, particularly to support a religious institution when 
they, by and large, did not identify religiously. Recipients of unemployment and welfare benefits 
are exempt from paying community-related taxes (Ben-Rafael 2011: 97), which often means that 
those who can benefit most from community services can easily access them.36 Among them are 
the elderly, which has resulted in a more pronounced age skew in communal membership rolls. 
Another consequence is that the community lacks a large tax base and is reliant on financial 
support from the federal and state governments. 
The religious character of Gemeinden has been a particularly contentious matter since the 
start of the immigration. Even before the arrival of the predominantly secular Russian-speaking 
immigration, Jewish communities typically were nominally Orthodox, although few congregants 
adhered to Orthodox strictures. This continued a long-standing history—in Prussia and later 
                                                 
36 See discussion of mental health needs earlier in this chapter. 
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Germany—of establishing a single community body, an Einheitsgemeinde, despite varied 
affiliations and practices of its members. Rabbis, often from abroad, held Orthodox ordination, 
and community membership was granted only to those meeting the Orthodox standard for Jewish 
lineage, of matrilineal Jewish descent (Ben Rafael 2011: 104; Peck 2006: 54). The arrival of 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, many of whom had children, spouses, parents and in-laws 
whose mothers were not Jewish, meant tens of thousands of immigrants were not eligible for 
community membership.37 Many were surprised and even offended to discover that despite 
suffering discrimination on account of their Jewishness in the Soviet Union and then being 
deemed sufficiently Jewish to immigrate to Germany that they could be still be denied 
membership to a Jewish community.  
The World Union of Progressive Judaism (WUPJ), affiliated with the Reform 
denomination in the U.S., established a presence in Germany in 1997. It aimed to offer Jews in 
Germany an alternative avenue of affiliation, without the restrictions of orthodox ritual or 
matrilineal descent. The Zentralrat rebuffed its efforts and only after a protracted confrontation 
in court and in the press did they, in 2004, reach an understanding that made arrangements for 
shared funding and resources (Peck: 56). There are around a dozen WUPJ-affiliated communities 
in Germany, with a membership of about five thousand members, and a seminary based at the 
University of Potsdam. Despite WUPJ’s potential appeal to the new immigrants, it found limited 
                                                 
37 Of course, the nominal Orthodox standard and its implications for membership are not without exception. In fact, 
exogamous marriage was already prevalent in Jewish communities in Germany prior to the arrival of this wave of 
immigration, (see discussion of non-Jewish immigrants later in this chapter) and as a government investigation in 
the southwestern state of Baden-Württemberg uncovered, membership has at times been extended to them, if 
discretely.  About ten percent of the Gemeinde’s over five thousand members did not qualify under Jewish law, 
Halacha. While the state does not mandate what rules the community chooses to adopt, it does require that they 
adhere to them, as state funding, as in Baden-Württemberg, is dispensed by headcount (Bäßler 2015). 
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success both in Germany and the in the U.S., in part, as argued in chapter 9, because the secular 
character of Russian-speaking Jews differs from that of Jews in communities that did not 
experience Soviet rule. In Berlin, a program for young adults organized under the auspices of a 
liberal Jewish community named Jung und Jüdisch also found little resonance among Russian-
speaking immigrants (Gromova 2013). 
The Gemeinde is also the site of social organizing, particularly among older immigrants. 
Particularly in smaller cities and towns, where many immigrants lived given the German 
resettlement policy, it is situated at the center of social landscape, one of the few organizations 
where Russian is spoken and immigrants who speak it congregate. Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants “set up a large array of clubs and associations particularly in the cultural arena, from 
chess clubs and theatre, study circles, dance and sewing, to seniors’ and young people’s groups, 
in additional to a range of religiously oriented educational programmes organized by and for 
Russian immigrants. The wealth of organizational energy is puzzling at first, but we have to keep 
in mind that the large majority of immigrants are pensioners or unemployed, with spare time and 
energy which they can devote to these activities” (Bodemann and Bagno 2008: 164). In Berlin, 
for example, between 1987 and 1997, while membership doubled the number of programs 
offered at the Jewish community increased four-fold (Bodemann 1998). 
While the Gemeinde is the religious and social community center, the strongest 
impression it often left is as an arena of intra-communal politics. Its legal trappings as a state 
corporation coupled with religious strictures created conditions ripe for power struggles. Each 
Gemeinde elects a board and officers. Local leaders have an opportunity to take the helm of an 
organization, which while relatively small in size, has a considerable public profile as a local 
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representative of Jewish life, and puts them in an influential position, determining the 
disbursement of a sizable budget for which they often need not fundraise or lobby. For 
immigrants who have suffered considerable downward social mobility, having struggled to find 
positions commensurate with their education and experience in the Soviet Union and having 
been left disempowered as welfare recipients on unemployment, the Gemeinde offers an ideal 
social setting, mirroring the experience of other groups that experience downward mobility upon 
immigration (Min 1992: 1388-89). Karen Körber devotes considerable space in her study of a 
small Gemeinde in a former East German city to the acrid and fractious character of communal 
politics. In her time observing this community, a rival leader is named a persona non-grata, 
denied entry to the community’s facilities, and in turn implores the national Zentralrat and local 
municipal leadership to intervene (2005: 151-163). Such turbulent political and social relations 
are not atypical of communities in Germany, and this political maneuvering has often left a bad 
taste in the mouth of younger members.  
 
Reception by (non-immigrant) co-ethnic community 
Jewish communities in the U.S. and Germany differ in many respects. Yet with regard to 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigration they share a common feature: an uneasy relationship 
between immigrant and native-born memberships. Svetlana Roberman observed in Germany that 
“[t]he immigrant group has largely been unsuccessful in creating a cohesive community, either 
by integrating within existing Jewish congregations or forming separate communal bodies. Gaps 
of misunderstanding, mutual mistrust, ongoing tension, and alienation continue to divide Russian 
Jewish newcomers and the veteran German Jewish community. Both groups admit that, even at 
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common events, veterans and newcomers remain two separate entities” (2016: 187). Michael 
Bodemann and Olena Bagno similarly report a “turning away from organized Jewish life [by] the 
majority of immigrants” (2008: 162). Annelise Orleck comments that the complexity of this 
relationship extends to the U.S. as well. “Grateful for yet another outpouring of support from 
American Jews, Soviet émigré leaders nevertheless continue to express deep-seated ambivalence 
toward what they call ‘the American Jewish establishment.’ There have been tensions between 
Soviet Jewish immigrants and American Jews since the émigrés began arriving in the mid-1970s 
and relations have not improved all that much” (1999: 190). 
Steven Gold (1997) also comments on the long-running misalignment of American 
Jewish expectations and immigrants’ experiences. The struggle for the rights of Soviet Jewry in 
the 1970s and 80s had cultivated “the image of the pious refusenik [that made] American Jews 
assume that Soviet Jews would be both religious and anti-Soviet. Markowitz describes American 
Jews’ rejection of the newcomers upon discovering that the idealized Sharansky image did not 
always apply: ‘As American Jews found some of the ways that Soviet Jews act to be alien, they 
came to label these behaviors and the individuals associated with them not ‘Jewish’ but 
‘Russian’…. As an American rabbi who works with Soviet Jews reflected this realization: ‘One 
of the disappointments that many rabbis felt was that most of the Soviet Jews did not find a need 
to express their Jewishness. We should have understood this, because they come from a secular, 
atheistic country, but it was difficult to accept’” (Gold 1997: 277). 
In Germany, Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants were often described with the 
caricature of Homo Sovieticus to emphasize their Soviet socialization, which subordinated 
individuals to bureaucracy. It is often invoked as a shorthand for the various ways in which these 
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immigrants differ from their native-born co-ethnics. For example, the phrase serves as the title of 
a chapter in an edited volume on Russian-Jewish immigration to Germany and is used to explain 
why “immigrants crave a ‘guiding hand’ in their new country too” (Kessler, 2008: 138) rather 
than exhibit initiative and self-reliance. Elsewhere Kessler commented that “[s]ome of the local 
Jews [in Berlin], in turn, regard the migrants as homogeneously ‘Russian’ or too ‘non-Jewish’ 
(2003: 6). By portraying a group’s behavior as rooted in a rigid culture (Foner 2005: 217), critics 
subordinate the lived experience of migration to the needs and expectations of the receiving 
society and help cultivate an explanatory logic that relies on binaries like Germans and Russians 
or ‘real’ and ‘fake’ Jews” (Becker and Körber 2004). In fact, while we find high levels of social 
welfare dependency among Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants in both the U.S. and Germany, 
the vastly higher levels of unemployment experienced in Germany (as described above) appear 
related, at least in part, to structural conditions rather than characteristics of these immigrants. 
 
Family and Household Composition: Non-Jewish immigration and scrutiny of immigrants 
 If at first Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants were found to be not as pious and 
traditional as might have been expected, within a short while the pendulum had swung far in the 
other direction, and the authenticity of their Jewishness was subjected to substantial scrutiny. In 
the Soviet Union, despite widespread state-sponsored antisemitism, marriage between Jewish 
and non-Jewish citizens was common. “In the postwar period one of the most characteristic 
features of Soviet Jewry was the great increase in mixed marriage…. Jews were no exception 
among the relatively small and widely dispersed ethnic groups” (Tolts 2009). The rate had 
increased substantially in the final decades of the Soviet Union. The percentage of children of 
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Jewish and non-Jewish parentage born to Jewish mothers in the USSR stood at 40% in 1968 in 
Russia, 30% in Ukraine and 32% in Belarus, and climbed through the 1980s and after the 
country’s collapse.38 Among Jews who married in 1988-89 in the Soviet Union, over half of men 
(58%) and nearly half of women (47%) partnered with a non-Jewish spouse (ibid). In part, the 
large and rapid emigration from the former Soviet Union contributed to “the erosion of Jewish 
marriage market” (ibid). Endogamously married couples were also more likely to depart, raising 
the proportion of children born in marriages of Jewish and non-Jewish parents.  
While the Soviet Union registered a high rate of exogamous marriage, this pattern of 
partnering was familiar to Jewish communities in the U.S. and Germany. In the U.S., the rate of 
exogamous marriage was estimated to be 43% in the first half of the 1990s (Cohen et al. 2004: 
16). In Germany, among marriages in the 1990s in which at least one partner identified their 
religion as Jewish, four in ten were with a partner whose declared religion was not Judaism.39 
National statistics differ in how they are collected and how religion is tracked and registered in 
                                                 
38 The rate remained largely unchanged in the 1978 (Russia: 42%; Ukraine: 31%; Belarus: 30%), and increased in 1988 
(58%, 42%, 37%) and continued to climb after the collapse of the Soviet Union (1993: 68%; 69%; 71%) (Tolts 2009: 98). 
39 The Statistisches Bundesamt (Federal Statistics Office, Destatis) publishes the number of marriages registered in 
Germany by religious affiliation. Tables for each year 1990-1999 (N11 Eheschließungen und Gestorbene nach der 
Religionszugehörigkeit, Lebendgeorene nach der Religionszugehörigkeit der Eltern bzw. Nichtehelich Lebengeborene 
nach der Religionszugehörigkeit der Mutter) were obtained through correspondence with Destatis in 2012. I entered the 
data from each year in the decade reported. In total, 3,000 individuals (1,593 men and 1,407 women) married from 1990 to 
1999 and identified as member of the Jüdische Gemeinde (JG). Both parties identified as Jewish (as member of the JG) in 
533 marriages (1,066 individuals). Among the remainder, 1,239 involved one party who identified with a religion other 
than Judaism (e.g., Catholicism, Protestantism, Russian Orthodox, etc.) and 695 involved one partner who identified with 
no religion. Estimating among those who identify as Jewish when registering to marry, dividing those married someone 
who identified with a religion other than Judaism by the total who identify as Jewish yields a rate of 41% (1,239 / 3,000 = 
41%). There is no visible trend in the rate during this decade, even as immigrants arrive in increasingly large numbers. 
This suggests that exogenous marriage was a common feature of Jewish life in Germany prior to the immigration. While 
earlier Jews in Germany typically registered as a member of the JG, particularly among secular, Russian-speaking Jews, 
many individuals who self-identify as Jewish are not members of the JG. As such, marriages involving someone who does 
not identify with any religion is not included in the calculation of exogenous marriages above. If both parties are not 
members of the JG, then they are excluded from both the numerator and denominator of this calculation.  
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each country; however, overall they illustrate that exogenous marriage is a common experience 
among Jewish communities outside of Israel. 
 The pervasiveness of these marriage rates in the late Soviet Union implies that 
many of those immigrating included non-Jewish family members. In the U.S., an estimated 25% 
of arrivals from the former Soviet Union who were served by the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society 
(HIAS) were non-Jews (United Jewish Communities Research Department 2001: 2-3). Samuel 
Kliger, using a less precise methodology, estimated that “the proportion of non-Jews among the 
refugees is somewhere between 30 and 40 percent” (2000: 151). A study of working-aged 
immigrants from the former Soviet Union to Germany found that 30% of those who came as 
Jewish quota refugees identified with a religion other than Judaism (Liebau 2011; Kogan 2012). 
This was true of immigration to Israel as well. “According to official Israeli data, [the number of 
Jews among the FSU immigrants to Israel] constituted 96 percent in 1990, 72 percent in 1995, 45 
percent in 2000, and only 41 percent in 2009”40 (Tolts 2016: 33). The percentage of non-Jewish 
immigrants increased with time as households less enthusiastic about emigration likely included 
a non-Jewish partner and faced the additional challenge of having to leave behind non-Jewish 
relations. While the immigration of non-Jews under allowances for Jewish immigration might on 
its face appear ironic in Israel, in the U.S. and Germany, refugee immigration prioritizes the 
arrival of families as units, rather than only of a refugee herself. More broadly, however, the 
desire to attract or integrate only Jewish immigrants betrays a romanticized and ahistorical view 
                                                 
40 If we apply these percentages to the count of immigrants Tolts reports, roughly one in five who immigrated to 
Israel was not Jewish. The larger number of immigrants who left for Israel starting in 1989, when the proportion of 
Jewish immigrants from the Soviet Union was highest, appears to explain the lower rate of non-Jewish immigrants 
to Israel. The rates observed in the U.S. and Germany are somewhat higher, which we might expect given that 
immigration there peaked later (when the proportion of non-Jewish immigrants would have been higher). 
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of the Soviet Jewish experience. Non-Jewish partners, children, grandparents and other relatives 
were constitutive of the families that immigrated, and, moreover, constitute a typical, rather than 
exceptional, feature of diaspora Jewish communities, like the United States. 
Falsified documents were another source of doubt regarding immigrants’ Jewish bona 
fides. Cases of immigrants falsely claiming to be Jewish or Pentecostal raised alarms as early as 
1993, when the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) suggested ending the Lautenberg 
program as a result (Rosenberg 2003: 445). The issue gained attention again in 1995 when a 
newspaper article quoted the Moscow INS director as saying that “‘[m]any reliable source[s]’ 
had told the INS of classes for people to learn how to pass as Pentecostals in their interviews 
with the INS.” “In 1996, the State Department Inspector General’s Office referred to fraudulent 
documentation and also to the fact that it was not necessary to prove membership in the 
designated categories, only to state it” (ibid). Yet, the extent of the use of forged documents and 
the assertion of false claims was not known (ibid: 446). Fabricated documents surfaced in 
Germany as well. A meeting between German government agencies and leaders of the Jewish 
community addressed “[t]he problem of document falsification among many prospective 
immigrants claiming to be Jewish” (Harris 1997: 202). However, as German authorities were 
wary of historical resonances of defining Jewishness, “problems of dealing with prospective 
Soviet Jewish immigrants, many of them of marginal Jewishness, plagued the admissions 
process throughout.” And so “[i]n order to stem this growing trend, leaders of Germany’s Jewish 
community, rather than government officials, petitioned to require more stringent oversight.” 
(ibid) Interestingly, the new requirements were not particularly innovating or demanding: 
“Consular personnel now require[d] prospective immigrants to present original documents 
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(copies will not be accepted) preferably issued before 1990… Proof of one’s Jewish identity, 
then, in the form of a passport, birth certificate or similar documentation is grounds for eligibility 
as a Quota Refugee”41 (ibid: 203). While difficult to estimate, concerns about the veracity and 
authenticity of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants’ claims on religious and ethnic 
identification have cast a long shadow, reinforcing a narrative that questioned their contributions 
to the Jewish community, and Germany more broadly.42 
 
1.5 and second generations and education 
The available research predominantly focuses on the experiences and integration of 
immigrants who arrived as adults, the first generation. It offers a detailed picture of the setting 
and conditions in which the 1.5 and second-generations grew up but informs us less about their 
direct experiences. In New York, many enrolled their children in Jewish private schools, initially 
wary of the public-school system, and attracted by the offer of free tuition for the first year. Most 
                                                 
41 Government-issued identity documents in the Soviet Union included the infamous ‘fifth line’ for nationality, 
where the official classification of Jewish appeared. Nationality was attributed to children based on their father’s 
nationality. “Every Soviet citizen was born into a certain nationality, took it to day care and through high school, 
had it officially confirmed at the age of sixteen and then carried it to the grave through thousands of application 
forms, certificates, questionnaires and reception desks. It made a difference in school admissions and it could be 
crucial in employment, promotion and draft assignments. Soviet anthropologists, brought back to life in the late 
1930s and provided a raison d'etre after the banishment of Marxism, were not supposed to study 'culture': their job 
was to define, dissect and delight in the primordial 'ethnos'” (Slezkine 1994: 450). 
42 Tress, in part citing Doomernik, wrote: “It has been claimed that about 20 per cent of the quota refugees to 
Germany, as well as to Israel and the United States, produced forged documents as evidence of Jewish ancestry” 
(1995: 44). While the problem of false papers likely existed, this claim as to its prevalence appears tenuous. 
Doomernik writes that “[a]ccording to my survey[,] 20% of the population were neither defined as Jewish by the 
Soviet authorities nor did consider itself to be Jewish” (1993: 416). In her otherwise impressive research and 
analysis on Soviet Jewish immigration, Tress here appeared to infer from this statement that these respondents had 
entered on counterfeit documents, rather than, equally if not more plausibly, they refused to self-identify religiously 
or ethnically to an interviewer. Notably, Doomernik’s article is based on “an initial survey… among 68 respondents 
which resulted in data on a total of 131 persons” (413) conducted in 1992 in Berlin. The relatively small sample, the 
seeming dependence of cases and the very early stages of immigration to Germany, at the time of the survey only a 
fifth of those who would immigrate had arrived, should give us caution in inferring from these results. 
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withdrew their children after one year, often dissatisfied with the rigor of their children’s 
academic education, and by now more familiar with state-sponsored schooling. About one in six 
(15%) of the children attended a yeshiva during high school (Kasinitz et al. 2008: 139), and two-
thirds (66%) attended a yeshiva for at least one year during their primary or secondary schooling 
(Laitin 2004: 27). although the total rate is likely higher as this does not include elementary 
school attendance. Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants settled in areas where public elementary 
and secondary schools prepared them for higher education, as evidenced in their high rates of 
college enrollment. 
Despite their families’ lack of accumulated wealth, they could attend college at free or 
comparatively affordable public, post-secondary institutions in Germany and in cities like New 
York in the U.S. Glöckner reports that about 70% of young Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants 
in Germany go to university (Busse 2005), and another study found that 90% of Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrants who complete the college-tracked Gymnasium advance to study in a 
college or university43 (Polian 2007: 152). In New York City, Chinese and Russian Jews “were 
more likely to use college placement programs, reflecting the fact they were also more likely to 
get college educations” (Kasinitz 2008: 189), and in fact two-thirds of the 1.5 and second 
generation44 attended college (63%) (ibid: 137). Liebau suggests that parents contributed to their 
children both directly and indirectly. Parents’ struggle to secure employment in a new job market 
motivated them “to support their children in remaining in longer, [college-oriented] tracked 
                                                 
43 The survey of Russian-speaking immigrants in Germany (n=1,873) was fielded in 2006. The sampling and 
fielding methods are not described. While the survey included Russian-speakers in general, the results reported in 
Polian 2007 are only for Jewish immigrants. 
44 Results from the Kasinitz study includes immigrants who arrived prior to 1987, comprising 28% (n=77) of the 
total Russian-speaking Jewish sample (n=270). Statistics reported above do not differentiate by year of arrival. 
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schooling programs. It also sets an example of what a good employment position can offer. 
Parents demonstrated to their children that the effort expended to secure an education is 
rewarded through meaningful and well compensated work. And this, among other things, can 
motivate their children’s ambition” (2011: 171). 
As they entered the workforce, the 1.5 and second generations performed as well if not 
better than their native-born peers. Kasinitz and his collaborators found that in their New York 
study “the Chinese and the Russian Jews may actually earn more than the native whites after 
these adjustments [e.g., industry and occupation]. This is clearly not evidence of second 
generation decline” (177). They further note that regarding employment “[t]he Russian Jews had 
particularly strong feelings about the ‘ethnic imperative of leaving parental niches” (191), in blue 
collar professions, like manufacturing. As a result, “[t]he Chinese and Russian Jews, whose 
parents had the strongest ethnic niches, were the least likely to get their current jobs through their 
families” (189) and were among the “more likely to hold managerial and professional jobs” 
(197). Notably there was diversity in their employment attainment: while a high percentage had 
by that point entered professional, managerial or technical positions (48%), an equal number 
were employed in positions that command lower wages and offer fewer opportunities for 
advancement, such as retail salespersons, office support or service workers (45%)45 (196).  
Finally, while most found success in school and work, some Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants in New York City did not. One in ten men (11%) and 1% of women were arrested at 
some point, and four percent of men had been jailed. No women reported the same. Those 
arrested were “ten points less likely to be working that those who were not” (189). These rates 
                                                 
45 The balance worked as craftsmen or operatives or were missing information. 
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were lower than those of native-born whites as well as other immigrants, apart from the Chinese. 
The rate of detainment by law enforcement likely underestimates the number of youth who 
engaged in similar behavior. Several interviewees in this study reported that they or their friends 
were regular drug users, but that they benefited from being white in a racially conscious 
society.46 Their interactions with law enforcement in the U.S., when they did occur, resulted in 
little consequential action. As one interviewee described, “I got a lot of slaps on the wrist 
because I’m considered white – I get away with a lot of stuff.  I see a lot of my friends get 
busted, end up in juvenile programs or on their way towards that and I get a little bit frightened 
but also get really lucky several times.” [R228 #00:37:22#] 
 
Community organizations and support 
Notwithstanding any concerns, Jewish organizations in both Germany and the U.S. 
mobilized to meet the needs of recent arrivals. They drew on an existing institutional 
infrastructure, like the social services provided by the Federation system in the U.S. and the 
Zentralwohlfahrtsstelle der Juden in Deutschland (ZWST) (Central Welfare Office of the Jewish 
Community in Germany), and capitalized on their extensive experience in providing material 
assistance to native-born residents. Established Jewish communal organizations are typically led 
by paid, professional leadership. These organizations have access to national-level organizations 
and networks that can provide professional development, support and facilitate exchange and 
collaboration, as in the work of the ZWST in Germany or the national JCC Association and 
Jewish Federations of North America (JFNA). JCCs that serve areas with many Russian-
                                                 
46 See chapter 7 (Connectiveness/Family). 
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speaking Jewish residents include a network of Brooklyn Jewish community centers, like the 
Marks Jewish Community House in Bensonhurst (JCH), the Kings Bay Y and the Shorefront Y. 
The first two have been led by Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, Alex Budnitsky in 
Bensonhurst since 2010 and Leonard Petlakh since 2006. More recently, the JCC Manhattan has 
expanded programming aimed at Russian-speakers being directed by Audrey David, who has 
extensive experience working in Russia. COJECO, the Council of Jewish Émigré Community 
Organizations, founded in 2001 and for the past decade led by Roman Shmulenson, also an 
immigrant from Ukraine, serves as an umbrella group for many smaller organizations that are run 
by and service the Russian-speaking Jewish community. It also organizes a host of programs 
whose stated goal is to “integrate Russian-speaking Jews into the greater American Jewish 
community.”47 National organizations in the Jewish community are often non-denominational 
and more bureaucratic, both in their prioritization of the social services provision and in their 
desire to bridge the most salient, religious, communal divides. Smaller, more flexible 
organizations offering an alternative social setting and play an important role in meeting 
immigrant needs. Many of them smaller, less bureaucratic are religious organizations, like the 
Lauder Foundation and Chabad in Berlin or the Russian American Jewish Experience (RAJE) or 
the annual Jewish festival “Limmud FSU NY” in New York City and are experienced in 
fundraising to finance their operations – and are thus less reliant on a fee-based membership 
model.  
Given the size of the Jewish community in New York City there are religious schools that 
attempt to cater to immigrant parents, like the Mazal Day School an elementary school in 




Brighton Beach and the Sinai Academy, a middle and high school in Bensonhurst, both in 
Brooklyn. There were also similar secular initiatives. A Russian-language daycare center, Bambi, 
grew into an elementary and middle school in Sheepshead Bay in Brooklyn. These organizations 
are more prevalent in New York City given the size and density of the Russian-speaking Jewish 
population but could be found in organizations like the Mitra e.V. in Berlin that runs an early 
childhood center, a women’s group, Frauenverein BeReshith e.V. in Magdeburg or Limmud.de a 
annual Jewish festival organized out of Berlin. There are cultural centers, like the historic Urania 
Theater in Berlin, that host a substantial amount Russian-language programming. Few 
immigrants to Germany could settle in larger cities, like Berlin, Hamburg and Frankfurt that 
support Jewish schools (Ben-Rafael 2011: 243ff.), but as in New York, only a minority of 
immigrant children attended them. Those that did arrived, or later moved, to cities with sizable 
Jewish populations, like Frankfurt or Berlin, often choosing to enroll their children in public 
schools, as the reputation of the Jewish community’s school lagged or a school was simply far 
from their home. Campus organizations like Hillel represent an additional non-denominational 
resource, which at colleges like the CUNY campuses Baruch and Brooklyn Colleges are led by 
Russian-speaking immigrants, and at Rutgers include a staff person dedicated to serving 
Russian-speaking students. However, these organizations are focused almost exclusively on 
college-aged students on campus. In Germany the Jewish student organization in Berlin, 
Studentim, is not tied to a particular campus and attracts a broader age range, but it is small, and 
lacks the resources and professional leadership that appear central to the success of NYC-area 
Hillels with this population.  
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A number of religious organizations and programs, overwhelmingly Orthodox Jewish, 
seek to encourage Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, targeting those in their 20s and 30s, to 
learn about Judaism and adopt religious practices, like the active Russian American Jewish 
Experience (RAJE), founded in 2006, and more recently, related organizations like Roots NY or 
Exhibit J, as well as many affiliates of the Hasidic Chabad movement. In Germany, Chabad, The 
Lauder Foundation in Berlin, and Jewish Experience in Frankfurt are all Orthodox, while Jung 
und Jüdisch in Berlin had ties to a Conservative synagogue. Notably, the average Gemeinde in 
Germany or local synagogue in the Brooklyn has few younger Russian-speaking members, while 
communities cultivated by the Lauder Foundation in Berlin or RAJE boast very youthful 
profiles, despite their religious orientation towards Orthodox Judaism. 
The organization of Jewish organizations in Germany attempts to accommodate the more 
dispersed settlement pattern and smaller population than, for example, in the U.S. In Germany, 
the ZWST operates in a highly centralized way, offering training to counselors in 
Jugendzentrums (youth centers) throughout the country and organizing a regular schedule of 
camps during school vacations in both the summer and winter. Many of those interviewed for 
this study attended these camps, although many also did not. The ZWST owns a dedicated 
facility near Frankfurt used for this purpose, which offers staff and community leadership 
training during other times of the year, and also organizes summer trips to Italy and Austria for 
teens and young adults. Importantly, these camps are organized by the national organization, 
such that regardless of whether a youth lived in a small town or a large city or was a member of 
an active or sleepy local community, they could, in principle, access this service. The degree to 
which centralization and coordination of its resources appear to amplify the community’s 
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programmatic capacity is notable. By contrast, while NYANA coordinated closely between 
Jewish communal organizations as the immigrants initially arrived, these organizations typically 
operate as a loose network, with each planning independently. Notwithstanding, the 
opportunities, daily, formal Jewish education is far more limited in Germany, both in terms of 
geography and diversity, as is the ability to engage with a plurality of expressions of Jewish 
religious and social life. Moreover, taxes attached to membership and the at times noxious 
politics of Jewish communities deterred some from becoming or maintaining membership, 
although many reported being members when they first arrived, a time when their parents’ 
incomes were still limited. 
In recent years, the number and variety of programs aimed at Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants has increased considerably, primarily in the U.S. and to a lesser extent in Germany, 
thanks to the philanthropic support of the Genesis Philanthropic Group (GPG), which was 
launched in 2007 by a group of prominent and controversial Russian billionaires to develop 
Jewish identity among Russian speakers worldwide.48 For example, one of the largest annual 
gatherings of Russian-speaking Jews has been organized by Limmud FSU and was first staged in 
2009 and has grown progressively since.49 COJECO initiated a program in 2008 for Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrants in their 20s and 30s that supports them in undertaking a program or 
project, often artistic, and along with GPG is among the sponsors a Russian-Jewish theater 
troupe “The Lost & Found Project”, started in 2011, whose works explore the Russian-speaking 
                                                 
48 https://www.jta.org/2008/07/28/archive/russian-moguls-join-forces-in-major-philanthropic-venture and field notes 
from interview with Genesis Philanthropic Group (GPG) 9/2013. Notably Limmud FSU is not funded by GPG, 




Jewish experience. The breadth of their grantmaking has only more recently increased 
considerably, and many of the initiatives are new, often experimental and focused on families 
with children. The more recent emergence of many of these efforts, and their typically limited 
scale and specialized focus, means that that they largely do not register in the interviews 
conducted for this study. 
 
Immigrants’ Jewish Practice  
 Religious or traditional Jewish practice among Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants produces a contradictory picture. Survey research suggests a relatively high level of 
ritual practice. The New York Second Generation Study (ISGMNY), which fielded in 1999-
2000, reported meaningful participation among the 1.5 and second generations in ritual and 
communal practice. Three in five said they fast on Yom Kippur (61%), nearly half reported they 
had a bar/bat mitzvah (47%), light candles on Friday for the Sabbath (46%) or donate to Jewish 
charities (44%). A third report attending a synagogue currently (37%), and one in seven said they 
go at least once a month (15%) (n=297) (Zubida & Kasinitz 2005: 218). The National Jewish 
Population Survey of 2000-1 fielded at around the same time describes the activities of 
immigrants of all ages (who arrived 1980 and later from the former Soviet Union). Two-thirds 
reported fasting on Yom Kippur (61%), lighting Shabbat candles (32%). Synagogue attendance 
is asked in a different timeframe (in the past year) and 71% report going. Similarly, charitable 
contributions were asked in relation to a specific Jewish organization, a Federation, and 15% 
reported having contributed (Ament 2004: 16). In a survey a decade later, namely the Jewish 
Community Study of part of the metro New York area, two-thirds of Russian-speaking 
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households, again including members of all ages, placed in the top three categories (rated 
moderate or higher) on a ‘Jewish Engagement Index’ (69%) and fared better on average than 
non-Orthodox, non-Russian-speaking households (53%) (UJA 2013: 239). The considerable 
level of ethnic and religious engagement is not new. Paul Ritterband noted this as well in his 
analysis of Jewish community surveys from the 1980s and 1990s. “In many ways,” he wrote, 
“the new immigrants, despite their lack of religious training and with few exceptions, score as 
high – or higher – on religious, secular and affiliational dimensions of Jewishness as do other 
New York Jews” (1997: 333). 
 Despite their considerable ethnic and religious engagement, Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrants were treated with dismissive regard by native-born members of Jewish 
communities. Steve Gold summarized the reception they received through the mid-1990s: 
“While the larger society is unlikely to identify Soviet emigres as Jews, neither do their 
American co-religionists consider them to be more than nominally Jewish at best” (Gold 1995: 
77). Gold offers an explanation for why this might be so, one that largely applies to established 
Jewish communities in Germany as well. Being Jewish for American Jews is expressed through 
a combination of ritual practice, communal membership and Jewish education, each element 
reinforcing or contributing to the other. “American Jews, especially those most active in the 
Jewish community, expect fellow Jews to be well educated regarding Jewish history and the 
Jewish religion, to have partaken of various Jewish rituals such as a Bar Mitzvah and a Jewish 
wedding, to attend a synagogue and to participate in secular Jewish activities, like community 
centers, clubs, camps and fund-raising campaigns. So accepted are these behaviors as indicators 
of Jewishness that the American Jewish community regularly measures its well-being through 
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surveys which appraise American Jews’ involvement in them (Horowitz 1993)” (Gold 1995: 77). 
This set of expectations, however, is not fulfilled by the immigrant co-ethnics. For example, the 
New York City Jewish community study cited above also constructed a Jewish “Affiliation 
Index.” While Russian-speaking immigrant households rated more highly than the native-born, 
non-Orthodox population on Jewish engagement, they lagged in terms of affiliation. Only 18% 
of Russian-speaking immigrant households placed in the top three categories (moderate or 
higher, as above) as compared with 30% of the native-born non-Orthodox.50  
For institution-rich communities, like those in the U.S. and Germany, affiliation defined 
in terms of ritual practice both at home and in community settings, as well as support of 
community organizations, is a salient form of identification as it involves their primary 
structures. Moreover, community institutions are often also where Jewish education and public 
rituals occur. These differences echo those described in the introductory chapter to this study 
(See: “Seeking differences in the wrong places”). Survey instruments designed for the native-
born community are employed to measure the practices and affiliations of their immigrant peers. 
They allow us to compare types of practice, but they stymie attempts to contextualize how 
immigrants and others differ, lacking measures for the differences in the knowledge of and 
meanings attached to religious practices, as well as the settings in which they are performed. The 
differences are likely compounded by a dearth of direct social interaction. Despite substantive 
interactions with Jewish social welfare organizations, community centers and schools in the first 
few years after arrival, Russian-speaking immigrants remained an unknown quantity to their 
                                                 
50 The difference in mean scores is statistically significant: Non-Orthodox non-FSU: 29.9 (CI 95%: 28.0-31.8) vs. 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrant: 18.4 (CI 95%: 14.2-23.3). The confidence intervals do not overlap. 
Calculations are my own. 
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non-immigrant peers. A near majority of the 1.5 and second generations in the New York City 
study who immigrated 1989 and later reported that “all or most of [their] friends are Russian 
Jews” (49%), and among those came earlier about one-third (30%) reported predominantly 
Russian-speaking Jewish circles of friends (Zeltzer-Zubida & Kasinitz 2005: 204). 
Fran Markowitz’s ethnographic work of the pre-1989 immigration helps us formulate a 
coherent picture of the differing experiences of Russian-speaking immigrant Jews and their 
native-born peers. She observed that Soviet Jewish immigrants often modified religious ritual in 
ways that they found meaningful, “symbolically blending and reconciling Jewish and American 
identities in the context of a Russian nightclub/restaurant to demonstrate that the child, and by 
extension the family, and all other present, are fully accepted as Jews in America, and also, that 
being Jewish is worthy and fun” (1993: 161). These innovations may constitute a welcome 
development when measuring engagement, signaling the renewed or continued relevance of 
these symbols to group members. However, these rituals have not only been customized, but 
privatized as well, having shifted location out of established community spaces like synagogues. 
They occur instead in settings non-immigrant community members are unlikely to frequent, and 
thus less likely to appreciate the changes introduced.  
 
Other related academic literature 
 There are a number of scholarly works that present research on the Russian-
speaking Jewish immigration to both Germany and the U.S. Noah Lewin-Epstein, Yaacov Ro'i, 
and Paul Ritterband edited a volume of valuable sociological studies entitled Russian Jews on 
Three Continents: Migration and Resettlement in the late 1990s. Larissa Remennick authored an 
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impressive study of the experience of immigrants in the U.S., Germany and Israel through the 
beginning of the first decade of the new century, Russian Jews on Three Continents: Identity, 
Integration, and Conflict. At around the same time, an Israeli colleague of hers, Eliezer Ben-
Rafael along with the noted German academic Julius Schoeps and others produced Building a 
Diaspora: Russian Jews in Israel, Germany and the USA in 2006. In the U.S., Zvi Gitelman 
produced an updated compendium in 2016, a wide-ranging, edited volume, The New Jewish 
Diaspora: Russian-speaking Immigrants in the United States, Israel, and Germany, on the 
Russian-speaking Jewish experience in both the sending and receiving countries. The research 
enterprises described above touch on the major domains of social life – family, work, school, 
community, Jewish practice and culture and more. They provide a panoramic view of the 
immigrant experience in each country, responding to the urgency that the rapidity of the 
immigration presented and the unprecedented nature of this immigration: the unexpected 
collapse of the Soviet Union, the historical irony of new Jewish communities in Germany, and 
the realization that this wave likely represents the conclusion of over a century of intermittent 
Jewish migration from Russian-speaking lands that has reshaped Jewish communities and often 
the societies they joined. All are formidable, informative works of an immigration that included a 
range of immigrants, from grandparents to grandchildren, from more than a half dozen Russian-
speaking countries.  
These works are systematic in their addressing the same topic in each country included, 
but by and large they do not undertake a systematic comparison of their findings. The experience 
in each country or specific domain of social life is attended to separately, often by a different 
author in the edited volumes, or in a separate chapter in Remennick’s case. Comparative analyses 
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of conditions in receiving contexts and the ways in which they shape and inform the immigrant 
experience are limited. Indeed, there is much to describe within each national context given the 
striking differences in the histories of each receiving country, their social welfare and Jewish 
communal infrastructure, as well as the varying size and characteristics of the streams of 
immigrants who arrived. The volume of detail and the often different authors of each chapter 
pose a challenge in comparing across the receiving contexts. Moreover, as a research method 
comparison aids in making visible aspects that –when viewed solely in their native context—are 
easily overlooked. It highlights latent, taken-for-granted qualities, drawing forth the patterns and 
colors from the wallpaper of the social world that a critical eye has grown used to viewing, and 
offers a bounty of what to describe and analyze.  
This study attempts to begin to rectify the gap in comparative research on Russian-
speaking Jewish immigration. It selects a narrow population, the 1.5 and second generations, and 
a similarly limited topic, that of group identity, to investigate. Implicitly, it benefits from the 
successful integration of these immigrants and the secure standing of Jewish communities in 
both countries. The urgency that backgrounds studies of groups facing discrimination and the 
challenges of structural integration is absent. The difference between the second generation of 
Jewish immigrants a century earlier and those today is, in part, the invisibility of their difference. 
Phenotypically white immigrants of Jewish ethnicity and religion are ‘white’ (Zeltzer-Zubida 
2004: 341). Even as social and political conditions have changed since the start of this research 
study, Jewish immigrants continue to enter secure and well-established communities in both 
Germany and the U.S. While the design of this study was attuned to differences in the receiving 
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contexts in Germany and the U.S., the most compelling findings focus on the similarity in 
experiences.  
There are a number of remarkable studies of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants to the 
U.S. or Germany. The rush of immigration in the 1970s and the sudden lull in the decade that 
followed produced two insightful academic studies by Steven Gold, focusing on the arrival and 
integration of refugees in California (1992), and Fran Markowitz, whose work investigated the 
close communal ties despite the lack of organizational infrastructure among the Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrants in New York City (1993). Franziska Becker describes life in an 
immigrant dormitory outside of Berlin, relating the difficulties immigrants faced when dealing 
with government agencies and the Jewish community. She highlights both policies and how they 
are implemented by everyone from immigration officials to the night guard. She emphasizes the 
ways in which individuals employ the immigrant experience in remaking their own narrative 
about themselves and arriving at a new self-understanding (2001). Karen Körber investigated the 
reception, development and intra-communal dynamics of a small Jewish community in the 
former East Germany. She provides a detailed look into the political and social struggles that 
unfold within the Gemeinde (2005). Julia Bernstein explores the role of food in immigrant 
culture and how ethnic stores, and the wait in line, serve as alternative social settings, outside of 
the Gemeinde structure, where immigrants may reestablish network ties and practices similar to 
those of the sending context (2010). 
Annelise Orleck in her comprehensive volume on the Soviet Jewish experience in the 
U.S., for which she conducted scores of interviews in the 15 years prior to its publication (1999: 
2), also touches on the younger generation of immigrants. She emphasizes the expectations 
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parents have of their children to succeed and redeem their sacrifice. Those who arrived before 
they started school, she observes, see themselves as ‘just American’ with a touch of Russian 
background, while those who arrived as teens struggle to negotiate the transition from the more 
rigid (former) Soviet educational system and their parents’ “‘Old World’ behavior patterns” to 
the greater autonomy and flexibility granted to children in American schools and culture (170-1). 
Larissa Remennick also authored a work that covers the experiences of Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrants in Israel, Germany, and North America. Her writing about immigrants 
outside of Israel is based on many interviews and group discussions conducted by her and her 
assistants between 1994 and 2005 (2007: 11). She describes the cultural programming, both 
related to Russian culture, like language, and to arts and culture, like chess, choir and drama, that 
immigrant parents supply for their children. Like Orleck she find that “the majority of the 
children who came to America under the age of ten saw themselves as Americans with an 
additional Russian streak… by their mid-to late teen, most of these kids would speak limited 
Russian (with an accent) to their grandparents, a mix of Russian and English to their parents, and 
only English with their friends,” (217) which is similar to Orleck’s observation that “[m]any [of 
those who arrived age 5 or less] speak little or no Russian. Indeed, some immigrant parents have 
had to send their youngest children to ‘Russian’ schools (immigrant-run afternoon programs) so 
that they can communicate with elderly relatives who have not learned much English (Bychov-
Green and Bychov, 1996).” (1999: 170) Remennick notes that those who attended school in the 
(former) Soviet Union easily navigate their math and science courses in the U.S. for the first few 
years, giving them time to focus on learning English and catch up with their native-born peers 
(2007: 219). The multicultural school setting they often enter is both enriching and at times 
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problematic, as social tensions between students of different ethnic and immigrant background 
arise (ibid). In the interviews I conducted, tense relations appeared more likely to emerge in the 
first years after arrival when their accents mark them as noticeably foreign, and when a number 
of interviewees noted facing challenges from teachers or students. Once they grew older and 
more integrated these stories largely, although not entirely [R237], faded. 
In this book, Remennick also shares the elements that comprise the “positive core of 
Russian Jewish identity,” based on her personal reflections, “drawing on multiple discussions 
with friends… and with multiple reinforcements… from the fieldwork of [other scholars,]” many 
of them Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants like herself (25). She offers that the “pinnacle of 
the perceived Russian-Jewish identity was (and still is) the ambition for excellence and 
achievement” (26). The discrimination Soviet Jews faced in schools and workplaces in the 
(former) Soviet Union cultivated “this cult of education and professional mobility” (ibid). 
Second, family filled a “central place of the family in a person’s life as a safe have and primary 
support network,” a haven from the many menacing elements of Soviet society. Third, Soviet 
Jews nurtured a “culture of subversion and scorn” by “cultivat[ing] subversive ideas, read[ing] 
dog-eared samizdat (outlawed writings that no Soviet publisher would print) and tamizdat 
(banned Western publications) …” (27). Finally, facing these circumstances, they “could not 
help but divide the social world into us and them,” and developed a “sense of common destiny 
and in-group solidarity” (28). Remennick underscores that these elements of identity are 
contextually dependent, repeatedly noting their link to the difficult conditions of Soviet Jewish 
life. She speaks generally about “Russian Jewish identity” without specifying the generation, 
immigrant or otherwise. The fieldwork presented in the coming chapters suggests that the ethnic 
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identity of the 1.5 and second-generations draws on a similar set of elements. The very different 
U.S. or German context in which these younger immigrants come of age means that their ethnic 
identity differs from that of their parents and grandparents in both its composition and salience. 
There are a several qualitative studies that study the emerging identity of the 1.5 and 
second generations. Alina Gromova in a volume titled Generation ‘kosher light’: The Urban 
Spaces and Practices of young Russian-speaking Jews in Berlin investigates how young Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrants in Berlin interpret and practice being Jewish. Employing an 
ethnographic model, she repeatedly interviews six immigrants in their late 20s and early 30s, and 
shadows them across the city. Like Gromova herself, her subjects immigrated from Russia, 
Ukraine and the Baltic states, but they are diverse group and represent different migration 
pathways. Most arrived in Germany in the mid- to late-1990s, although one immigrated at the 
age of one already in 1980 and another arrived from Israel after completing his military service. 
The rest arrived between the ages of twelve and seventeen, and all but one grew up outside of 
Berlin, and moved there later. What they all share is that they lived in Berlin at the time of her 
research, which serves as the study’s primary lens. Gromova employs an urban sociological 
frame, observing how Jewish immigrants relate to different halves of the formerly divided capital 
(2013: 158), and how their interactions with Berlin’s diverse neighborhoods and constituencies, 
including non-immigrant Jews, Turkish and Arab residents, shape their identities (35). Berlin 
stands apart from other German cities, its immigrant neighborhoods and multiple, prominent 
Jewish edifices symbolizing the multiculturalism that finds uneasy welcome in many other parts 
of Germany.  
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Gromova describes “a paradigm shift from membership to affiliation” (“der 
Paradigmenwechsel von Zugehorigkeiten zu Zuordnungen”) that differentiates both generations 
of immigrants and the Jewish community’s newcomers versus its established membership (249). 
Unlike their parents’ experience in the Soviet Union, young immigrants can choose to identify as 
Jewish, which represents one among a multiplicity of options available to them in a diverse and 
accessible city like Berlin. While the city’s Jewish institutions largely define Jewishness in terms 
of religion and parentage, the young immigrants in Gromova’s study understand it otherwise. 
They have instead chosen to approach it as a ‘lifestyle’ expressed through language, food and 
shared interests, defined through voluntary attachment and not by immutable characteristics 
(282). She finds that these young immigrants are ambivalent about the Jewish communities with 
which they come into contact. At once they are proud that the city boasts neighborhoods where 
Jewish residents and institutions are concentrated, like Charlottenburg in the western half of the 
city, and at the same time they want to strike their distance from them and live ‘normally’ (159), 
outside of the judgement and expectations of their co-ethnics. ‘Jewish’ allows these immigrants 
to define themselves in contrast to other immigrant groups, serving as positive, differentiating 
identity in a diverse city (278). Gromova terms this formulation of urban identity “kosher-light”, 
the title of her work, to underscore its self-fashioned production and elective character (277). 
Victoria Hegner also applied an urban sociological lens in a notable, if underappreciated, 
study of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants in Berlin and Chicago. She investigates how the 
history, structures and communities in each city inform the development of immigrant identity, 
interviewing 26 people in Germany and 30 in the U.S., following about half a dozen more 
intensively over the course of her field work in 2001-2 (2008: 8). However, the motivated 
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German academic struggled to recruit similarly aged cohorts in Chicago and Berlin. The German 
cohort was comprised largely of retirees (28), while in Chicago her primary contacts were 
younger, ages 20-35, (100) on whom this summary will focus. The discussion of the younger 
cohort focuses on several of her informants who are curious to learn more about and engage in 
religious Orthodoxy, and yet stress their abiding non-observance (104). Their curiosity and 
openness largely lacks the antagonism we might associate with those shaped by a stridently 
secular Soviet culture, and reflects another way in which secularism in Russian-speaking Jewish 
culture differs from that of the American Jewish mainstream.51 She highlights another dimension 
of difference noting that American culture elicited interest but also distaste among the younger 
immigrants. They expressed a ‘yearning for Europe’ (122) in the face of the salience of 
consumerism in American life (119). Similar to Gromova, Hegner notes that the diversity of 
Jewish practice with which these immigrants interact enables them to engage in their own ‘free 
combination’ of Jewish religious practice (227). She contrasts this with Jewish life in Germany 
that she observed among older immigrants. While the arrival of Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants massively expanded the community, they enter institutions and institutional models 
that have served the established Jewish community (die Alteingesessen) and confront a 
“specifically formulated understanding of being Jewish” (218) in Germany society. She does not 
believe their differences were unbridgeable. Rather she argues that the desired integration of 
communities in Germany fails in large part due to the absence of solidarity (219). 
                                                 
51 This is evident in my research as well when religion is not coupled with state or communal power, as in Israel or 
in the Jüdische Gemeinde in Germany where immigrants often experience it as means of stigmatization or exclusion. 
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In the U.S., given the size of the existing community in relation to the stream of 
immigrants, Hegner remarks that the immigration “hardly had an impact on the diverse 
infrastructure of Jewish life or any religious, philosophical, cultural conception of Jewish 
presence in the U.S. Russian Jews are a new component of the American Jewish community, 
which has wrought no decisive changes to it...” (214-5). Echoing Kelner’s (2008) argument 
about the role of the Soviet Jewry movement in aiding American Jews in (re)discovery of their 
own ethnic identity, she insightfully comments that the large-scale immigration “has confirmed 
the self-understanding of American Jews, as being a community of immigrants” (ibid). Gal 
Beckerman in his review of the American Jewish mobilization for Soviet Jews observed a related 
phenomenon. The “epic struggle to save Soviet Jewry,” once it concluded, has amounted to “a 
history that has, strangely, been ignored. Only twenty years have passed since the end of the 
Cold War, but already the world – even the Jewish community – is losing the memory of this 
movement” (2010: 6). The consummation of the efforts of the movement for Soviet Jewry 
yielded an ephemeral product, identity. One wonders if this is not the consequence of the lack of 
integration of these immigrants into communal structures. The lack of Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants in the leadership and membership of many Jewish communal organizations has 
meant this story has not been retold or celebrated. And without active cultivation, it fades easily. 
 Aviva Zeltzer-Zubida explored factors shaping the ethnic identity of a subset of 
respondents from the New York Second Generation Study (ISGMNY), which fielded in 1999-
2000. She conducted 40 in-depth interviews with a random selection of survey responders. 
Similar to Orleck and Remennick, she observed an abiding ambivalence about the different 
dimensions of their identity. She notes, “they are ambivalently ‘American,’ ambivalently 
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‘Russian,’ and ambivalently ‘Jewish’” (2004: 340). They celebrate the opportunity they and their 
parents have as a result of immigration, but, as Victoria Hegener also reported, retreat from the 
dominance of money and centrality of consumerism in American social life (354). Immigration 
has enabled many to rediscover aspects of Russian culture, and they nostalgically reflect on “the 
warmth of friendship in the old country to those in the United States” (ibid). Yet, given the 
dominance of Russian Jewish friends in their network, they “stressed the importance of being 
Russian Jewish.” (ibid) Finally regarding their ambivalence towards their Jewishness, Zeltzer-
Zubida extends the work of Mittelberg and Waters (1992) on Israeli Americans to Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrants in the U.S. American Jews represent the proximal hosts for both 
groups. Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants draw on decidedly different elements of their 
Jewish experience to shape their understanding of what it means to be Jewish than do American 
Jews. American Jewish communal institutions have largely resisted acknowledging and 
embracing the differences in their histories, and the resultant divergent ways in their ethnic 
attitudes, practices and beliefs have developed.  American Jews long held expectations of how 
these “new immigrants [should] ‘assimilate’ into the community and adhere to its cultural norms 
and organizational structure” (Zeltzer-Zubida 2004: 356). This has not stalled the development 
of a group identity – she notes that Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants were, reflecting the title 
of the volume in which her article appears, ‘becoming New Yorkers’ – but it had served as “the 
underlying cause of the ambivalence that Russian Jewish Americans [have] felt toward their 
Jewishness and its interpretation” (ibid). The question remained whether these younger 
immigrants would forge a separate community centered around a hybrid, Russian Jewish 
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American ethnicity or whether they would “evolve … a symbolic ethnicity and retain only loose 
ties with either a Russian or a Jewish ethnicity” (358). 
As described above, many aspects of Zeltzer-Zubida’s description apply today, over a 
decade after her writing. A sizable group of Russian-Jewish organizations focused on the 1.5 and 
second generations have since been established or continue to program actively. Initiatives 
focused on American Russian-speaking Jews, like Limmud FSU and heritage trips to Israel, 
through the Birthright program, devoted to Russian-speaking participants, show few signs of 
abating. These young Russian-speaking Jews are not integrating into American Jewish 
structures, instead they are establishing related, but parallel forums in which to explore, reflect 
upon and celebrate their “Russian Jewish American” identity. In the absence of a larger and more 
representative sample of 1.5 and second-generation Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants to 
provide reliable estimates, I would note, however, that in my interviews and field work with the 
1.5 and second generation of immigrants, these organizations, despite their number and polished 
appearance, succeeded in sustained engagement of only a minority of informants. 
There are several noteworthy recent studies of Jewish immigrants in Germany. Karen 
Körber directed a survey of 268 immigrants about how they would define their Jewishness. 
Respondents had arrived as youth and were between the ages of 20 and 40 when the survey was 
fielded in late 2013 (2017: 32). This is the largest study of young Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants in Germany, albeit using convenience sampling.52 About half of the survey’s 
respondents reported that they understand being Jewish as an ethnic affiliation, another quarter 
                                                 
52 The study’s detailed methodology and results (Russisch-Jüdische Gegenwart in Deutschland. Eine 
Onlinebefragung unter jungen russischsprachigen Juden. Unveröffentlichtes Manuskript, Berlin 2014) remain 
unpublished, although selected findings have been published by Körber (2015; 2017) as reported here. 
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stated it was foremost membership in a cultural community, and one in eight indicated it as a 
religious identity. Overall, Körber writes, “the absolute majority of respondents described their 
own sense of being Jewish as liberal or secular” (2015: 30). In terms of institutional affiliation, 
half of respondents were members of a community with an Orthodox orientation, whether a 
Jüdische Gemeinde or a congregation organized by Chabad or the Berlin-based Yeshiva 
sponsored by the Lauder Foundation. Fewer than one in ten reported being members of a liberal 
community and over a third stated they were not members of any community.  
Intra-communal dynamics in Germany, like tension around membership criteria for the 
Jüdische Gemeinde, and the restrictive standards applied particularly regarding Jewish parentage, 
figure prominently in nearly every work on Jewish life there. However, few make it their 
research focus. A study sponsored by the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC), 
and authored by the sociologist Julia Bernstein, sought to understand the consequences of these 
policies on young Jews in Germany with one or more non-Jewish parents. About half of the 45 
interviewees were immigrants from the former Soviet Union. They reported a “kaleidoscopic 
Jewish identity” that draws on social interactions as well as select symbols and practices in 
presenting oneself as Jewish, what she terms situative and symbolic Jewishness (Bernstein 2014: 
38). The State of Israel, the legacy of the Holocaust, and membership in the Jewish community 
contributed to interviewees’ Jewish awareness. The role of parentage in Jewish community 
membership expressed itself in different ways. Those with a Jewish father often drew on more 
negative experiences and “thematize their experiences with antisemitism more frequently than 
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the interviewees who had a Jewish mother” (40).53 “In many interviews,” Bernstein writes, 
“loyalty to the non-Jewish family members, who were not treated well in the communities, was 
cited as a reason for not joining the community,” (ibid) reflecting how community policies and 
politics cast a long shadow and influenced the actions of those eligible to join. Among those 
interviewed, none of those whose father was Jewish were members of the community, while 
about half of those with Jewish mothers were members.  
Larissa Remennick has launched a new research project that includes research on 
bilingual (Russian-German) immigrants who arrived ages 10-17. She too observes that 
ambivalence characterizes the identity of these younger immigrants in the 20 interviews she 
conducted (2017: 86). Age plays a significant role in her sample, as the older they are at arrival 
“the more these 1.5ers tend to describe themselves as immigrants rather than locals” (ibid). As 
might be expected, most stressed a Jewish identity “of a secular/cultural variety and they were 
interested in the intellectual rather than religious aspects of Jewish heritage” (89). She finds that 
their social circles are “split between their co-ethnics, other immigrants and native German peers 
(which is typical of this generation also in Israel, US, and elsewhere),” and among those married, 
nearly as many married native German (non-Jews) as Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants (90). 
However, she finds that “[s]ome informants stressed that they still had difficulty accepting many 
features of the German interpersonal style” (91), and that “many informants stressed that despite 
their fluent (or at least highly functional) German... [they] listened to conversations of their 
German pals and coworkers as outsiders to this [culturally German] discourse.” While at an 
                                                 
53 The report adopts an expansive understanding of “experiences of antisemitism”. It notes that “almost half of 
interviewees mention their own experience of antisemitism, situations in which they were witnesses, or stories 
handed down by their parents” (Bernstein 2014: 40) 
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arm’s length from German culture, her informants embraced their Jewish identity. She reports 
that “most informants asserted they never concealed their Jewish origins from their German 
peers… [and that] they discovered that being Jewish was actually rather ‘cool’; their German 
fellow-students and coworkers were interested in the Jewish heritage, applied to Jewish Studies 
programs, went to Jewish and Israeli film festivals, etc.” (92). 
Remennick’s interview partners appear more engaged and informed Jewishly than those I 
encountered in the interviews that comprise this study. Not infrequently, if still a decided 
minority of those participating in this research project, my subjects were discrete about their 
Jewish origins, sharing it only, and often belatedly, with close friends. Having arrived younger – 
and having eliminated the trace of a foreign accent within a few years of arrival, they had more 
options in self-presentation than Remennick’s informants may have. Moreover, while most felt a 
strong attachment to being Jewish, very many of those I interviewed knew little of what that 
might entail in terms of heritage or other specifically Jewish knowledge, cultural production or 
practices. While many of those I interviewed celebrated differences in the ways Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrants and native-born Germans socialized with friends and family, none 
indicated difficulty in navigating the language or cultural norms, which again may reflect the 
advanced stages of adolescence at which many of Remennick’s interview partners arrived in 
Germany.54  
 
                                                 




A review of Russian-speaking Jewish immigration and integration shows multiple 
differences between the U.S. and German experiences, but also reveals convergence in several 
important areas between the two over time, which has implications for how we understand the 
experience of the 1.5 and second generations. First, the steps that enabled immigration to each 
country were starkly different. The U.S. pursued an active and forceful policy in support of 
religious minorities in the Soviet Union through much of the Cold War, and the arrival of Soviet 
Jews represented the logical conclusion of its efforts. In Germany, by contrast, such advocacy 
had little precedent, and the immigration innovation took shape under a transition government 
outside of the political mainstream. Yet, the results were quite similar: hundreds of thousands of 
immigrants arrived as refugees before the cost and pressures of integration effectively halted the 
immigration in both countries. Second, the profile of the immigrants differed. Those departing 
for America left sooner, were more educated, and sought a destination where the labor market 
was more flexible, and the earnings potential would prove greater. However, the outcomes for 
the children of these immigrants appears the same in important ways: the majority achieved a 
post-secondary education and, by all indications, commensurate employment. Third, immigrants 
met Jewish communities that were unlike one another. The Jewish community in the U.S. is 
substantial in size and influence, integrated into the American social mainstream, and equipped 
with networks of religious, social and cultural organizations, including even refugee resettlement 
agencies. In Germany, the Jewish community has been shaped by the institutionalized structure 
of religion there: it enjoys a political profile far larger than its small and shrinking membership 
would imply and is characterized by a rigid organizational form and religious orientation despite 
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its rapid expansion and secular membership. Notwithstanding these differences, the relationship 
between the newcomers and their native-born co-ethnics and -religionists has been characterized 
by researchers in the U.S. and Germany the same way: ambivalent. Ambivalence reflects their 
mixed experience. The communal apparatus of their native-born peers attended to their material 
needs but struggled to build shared narratives and networks and identify common beliefs and 
practices. In what ways have Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants of the 1.5 and second-
generations come to identify with their co-ethnic peers? And where have social boundaries 
developed between themselves and others? The chapters that follow investigate the dimensions 
of ethnic identity and how they take shape among 1.5 and second generations of Russian-





Chapter 3: Theory 
 
Introduction 
How do members of the same group, like Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants and their 
non-immigrants Jewish counterparts, exhibit different cultural traits and yet see themselves as 
part of the same group? This chapter reviews a number of theories on the construction of ethnic 
identity, laying the groundwork for the discussion of the experiences and identity of the 1.5 and 
second generations presented in the chapters that follow. This explication of identity theory starts 
with Fredrik Barth’s definition of ethnic identity and emphasis on boundaries and group 
interactions. It then reviews the historical contextualization that Joanne Nagel’s work adds and 
Stephen Cornell’s examination of intra-group variation, depending on the culture, interests and 
institutions of the group. Finally, Rogers Brubaker and Frederick Cooper attempt to revivify the 
concept of identity, which by the time of their writing in 2000 has been overextended. They 
suggest an approach that captures central elements of the experiences of 1.5 and second-
generation Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants and offers room for theoretical development of 
the typology they suggest for the study of ethnic identity, namely commonality, connectedness, 
and groupness. 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants and their native-born counterparts in the U.S. and 
Germany both claim the same term, 'Jewish', to describe their group identity, yet they have very 
different understandings and experiences of it. They share some aspects of identification, but the 
overlap in concepts, networks and experiences is limited across immigrant and non-immigrant 
sub-groups. As a result, the two groups find it challenging to reconcile the differing meanings 
they attribute to and invest in their Jewish identity. In both the U.S. and Germany, shared use of 
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the term is not a sign of comity between immigrant and native-born Jews: the native-born cast 
aspersions on the authenticity of immigrants’ ethnic and religious bona fides, and their readiness 
to engage in community organizations; immigrants bridle at their native-born counterparts’ 
expectation that they participate in community organizations and look askance at the latter’s 
conception of secularity. Despite their differences, neither contests the other’s right to use the 
term “Jewish”. The recognition that their ancestors were perhaps neighbors a century or two 
earlier makes the connection undeniable, even if each does not recognize, or want to recognize, 
how their identity now manifests itself. 
Many descriptions and analyses of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants focus on what 
they don’t do (e.g. religion) or describe what they do do (e.g. value education or the arts) without 
adequate explanation as to why this results in a distinctive identity, particularly when such 
practices are prevalent among native-born Jews as well. Constructionist approaches to ethnic 
identity often reduce it to questions of access, convenience or efficiency. This perspective, whose 
point of departure appears often to be a systemic analysis, struggles to define ethnic identity as 
anything but a derivative factor. While this approach succeeds in “explain[ing] the emergence of 
ethnic identity...” Stephen Cornell notes, “this essentially instrumentalist conception awards the 
content of that identity – what it is people with the ethnic boundary share – little influence in 
ethnic processes” (1996: 267). The absence of a sufficient conceptual vocabulary limits us in 
adequately describing and hence understanding how Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants 
conceive of, construct and express their group identity. In part this reflects the persisting tension 
surrounding identity terms in general, and our desire to apply them in ways that stretch their 
descriptive and analytic capacities. 
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Groups are constitutive of social life, furnishing their members with a source of meaning 
and significance. Cultural similarities between groups and differences between groups, however, 
may make boundaries appear self-evident and almost natural. The goal of studying ethnic 
identity is not, as Wimmer underlines in his writing, to try and “find out what ethnicity ‘really 
is’” (972). But, at the same time, groups are not objects, or inheritors of static processes. The 
energies and efforts of one generation make no assurances for the next. Immigration transplants 
established and familiar ways of life into a new context, and in doing so make visible their 
sources and patterns of meaning making. The experience of multiple generations of Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrants makes this all the more visible as their attitudes, behaviors and 
practices differ strikingly and in key areas from their non-immigrant peers. Their case highlights 
the diversity that ethnic identity can accommodate and the means by which it may do so. 
Moreover, the awkward alignment of immigrant and non-immigrant practices and beliefs serves 
as an important reminder of the processual character of identity. The outcomes of investments of 
time and resources do not imply the inevitable convergence of identities among co-ethnics, as the 
chapters that follow recount among Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants. Group identities need 
be appreciated for their success at establishing a sense of distinctiveness and thereby facilitating 
support to its members in the present, rather than being evaluated solely on their estimated 
potential in the future. 
 
Towards a constructionist approach 
While groups are a constitutive element of the human experience, any given group is a 
construction, the product of social engineering. Social groups are not families writ large, the 
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natural result of a child bonding with her mother or seeking approval of her father. While 
analytically we contrast the natural, that which would develop regardless of human intervention, 
with the constructed, group identity has no natural equivalent. Indeed, social life requires groups 
and emerges through them, with no before or after imaginable. However, groups are natural only 
in that we require them, not in their emergence or experience. They are a natural and necessary 
condition of social life but constructed in their reality. We are raised with group identities and 
come to see them as a constitutive part of the social landscape, never knowing a reality of a 
different configuration of group identities, that preceded them. How groups develop and which 
groups one may be able or compelled to associate with is the product of decisions people make 
alone and in coordination with others; they are social realities people construct for themselves 
and others. A constructionist approach aims to disabuse us of the notion that the groups we see or 
know or feel have always existed and will always exist. 
Classical sociological theory sought to uncover the organizing principles of society, 
contextualizing and thereby explaining contemporary social challenges within comparative and 
historical studies of the development of the economy, culture and religion. Ethnicity and race 
were, however, of secondary interest on the whole. The ascension of 'thick description' and the 
'constructed-ness of boundaries' in the latter half of the twentieth century offered dueling 
perspectives on ethnicity and race and moved them to the center of sociological investigation. 
The constructionist approach to which this study also subscribes was launched by Fredrik Barth's 
essay “Ethnic Groups and Boundaries.” Barth lamented the definition of social groups by the 
culture they purportedly held in common, underpinned by the dual assumptions that 1) members 
of the same group necessarily exhibit the same cultural traits and 2) a group’s culture best 
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represented who they ‘were’, how they are distinctive from other groups (1969: 12). This 
approach, Barth notes, necessarily assumes a group’s culture remains unchanged. Yet culture 
invariably evolves and in doing so undermines the isomorphic relationship presumed between it 
and the distinctive ‘ethnic group’ it is assumed to represent. Groups abandon practices and 
introduce or adapt others over time, making culture alone an unstable basis for identity (ibid). In 
contrast, he asserted that “differences between groups become differences in trait inventories” 
(ibid), and that a more consistent analysis would acknowledge the role of boundaries. Boundaries 
are not defined by a unique character or form, but by difference. They require the awareness of, 
if not always the presence of, another. Investigating only questions of shared culture, whether a 
language, dress or belief, promotes the illusion that groups develop their culture in isolation from 
one another. Moreover, it lends the impression that boundary work, individuals and events 
occurring at the group's margins, constitutes a minor concern in the maintenance of a group's 
identity.  
Barth sought to retrain the focus of the study of groups on their limits, on the moments 
and places they interact with others. He was motivated by the finding that geographical and 
social distances are often inversely correlated. Physical proximity among groups does not lead to 
the “liquidation [of ethnic differences] through change and acculturation” (1969: 10) but rather 
magnifies those attributes that differentiate the groups. His theoretical insights were particularly 
suitable for analysts studying increasingly urban and diverse societies and those pursuing a 
relational analysis of social dynamics. The classical anthropological account is premised on 
groups living far from one another, as recounted in Durkheim's compilation of native groups’ 
ritual practices. Infrequent convening generated an electric 'collective effervescence' when they 
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did. However, this serves as a poor model for the cheek by jowl nature of urban settlement. 
Rather than treating groups as autonomous entities that interact, the focus on groups' boundaries 
underlined that both the boundaries and the culture they enclose are unstable and contingent. The 
placement and definition of boundaries between groups represents an ongoing enterprise, and the 
boundaries, however defined or undefined, not only contain culture but their expansiveness or 
restrictiveness also, in part, also shapes it in relation to them. 
Barth offers four elements that define an ethnic group; it: 1) possesses kin relations; 2) 
shares cultural traits, namely fundamental values; 3) comprises a field of communication and 
interaction; and 4) bears an identity that is distinguishable or contrasting from that of other, 
similar groups (10-11). These attributes are manifest at both the group's center, like the first three 
elements in his list, as well its periphery, as with the last one, reflecting Barth's incorporation of 
boundaries as a focal point of the study of ethnicity. Some of these attributes, like family ties, are 
specific to members of the group (my brother, mother or cousin are mine and not yours, even if 
we both have the same kinds of relatives), while others, like contrasting identities, are 
determined by their context (a group may identify as blue-collar laborers when living near white 
collar professionals, or as religious believers when residing close to non-believers). Elements of 
a group's culture, like a group's language, dress, attitudes and beliefs, may be described by 
several attributes. Religious practice can reflect a set of shared fundamental values as well as a 
contrasting identity.  
Barth highlights that culture can be expressed both in forms that are specific to members 
of the group as well in those that are relative in nature. He notes that there are two orders of 
cultural content, again specific and relative to the group: visible ones, “diacritical features” that 
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are easily to identify others by or to be identified, like how one dresses or speaks, or one's 
general style of life, which are distinctive because they differ from how others appear or act. The 
second is what he terms “basic value orientations,” the standards of morality and excellence by 
which one judges oneself and others. These standards are more substantive and specific in 
quality, but they represent a hybrid that reveals much about the role of boundaries and identity 
(14). Values manifest the differences we perceive through their application: we apply standards 
we expect of ourselves to those we view as equal to us, but not necessarily to others. 
 
Belonging: an act of being or becoming? 
Barth offers a stark and provocative term that encapsulates a central component of 
membership – judgment. “[B]elonging to an ethnic category implies being a certain kind of 
person”, Barth writes of one of the primary, and at times restrictive, responsibilities of group 
membership. It “implies a claim to be judged, and to judge oneself, by those standards that are 
relevant to that identity” (14). Inclusion in a group means forgoing some degree of personal 
autonomy, subjecting oneself to scrutiny in those areas that define group membership, or 
internalizing the group’s value judgments as one’s own. He notes that judgment manifests not 
only in the stares of others or the sanction of institutions. It is also applied, perhaps most 
powerfully, reflexively. Feeling a sense of belonging also involves judging oneself, and by 
extension, applying those standards to others.  
The application of standards of behavior or belief – the act of judging people – is a 
constitutive element of group membership, underscoring that the ability of the group to include is 
intimately bound to its power to exclude. Boundary maintenance, and the judgment and 
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exclusion it may involve, serve as a central mechanism in the constitution of ethnic identity. The 
most extreme and dramatic examples, like excommunication, are exercised infrequently, if at all, 
as ethnic groups typically lack the organizational capacity, instruments of governance or power 
of a state, which employ more familiar and visible forms of exclusion like prisons, extradition or 
execution. Instead they rely more on soft forms of exclusion, like stigmatization.55 Substantive or 
thick group identities imply the threat of exclusion, that attitudes or behaviors judged as 
transgressive lead to attempts to compel a member to conform or depart. 
Stigmatization and social exclusion have been employed to marginalize and oppress 
vulnerable groups. These acts of group judgement are often viewed as an infringement on one’s 
rights, whether actual or idealized, and expectations that a group member be “a certain kind of 
person” are largely viewed as pejorative. Racism, in one formulation, can be understood as the 
converse of this: applying a different set of standards in judging an individual or group with the 
aim of excluding them on the basis of race or some other ascribed criteria. For Barth, an analysis 
of both rights and responsibilities is embedded in how racialization and cultural essentialization 
shape and penetrate the lives of those subject to them. The sociological study of group relations 
thoroughly documents how blacks have been held to different standards than whites, immigrants 
to ones other than those applied to the native-born, and women dealt unequally as compared to 
men – and in all cases, and many others, typically to former group's detriment.  
 Barth's formulation articulates an important and elementary function of social 
boundaries, which while easily overshadowed by their deleterious application, reveals how they 
                                                 
55 Stigmatization “spoils [the stigmatized’s] social identity… cutting him off from society and from himself so that 
he stands a discredited person facing an unaccepting world” (Goffman 1963). 
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serve to maintain and reproduce group membership. Holding oneself and others to an agreed-
upon standard reflects a moral commitment. It expresses an expectation of how people should 
conduct themselves and transact with others and implies a sense of disappointment, lack of 
understanding or even rejection when it is not met. The decision to conform to the group 
expectations involves at once a fulfillment of one’s commitment and a fear of rejection, albeit in 
varying degrees depending on the individual and context.  
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants of the 1.5 and second-generations encounter 
resistance from their native-born co-ethnics and co-religionists, yet faced limited stigmatization 
or exclusion based on their being Jewish or immigrants from the German or American 
mainstream (Becker & Korber 2004). Barth’s work makes this seemingly ironic reception 
comprehensible. The claim Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants have on a Jewish identity is 
difficult to challenge. They suffered manifestly because of it, and their cause was championed by 
the Jewish communities that received them (Orleck 1999; Beckerman 2010) and often played a 
role in these communities’ construction of their own self-understanding (Kelner 2008; Kramer 
2009). However, immigrants’ strident secularism, high rates of intermarriage, and aversion to 
formal communal membership were contrary to the standards of affiliation and action, of being a 
“certain kind of person,” that these communities expected, namely members and contributors to 
community institutions like synagogues, JCCs, and Federations. As Barth’s writing implies, the 
criteria by which they are judged represent an ideal, the kind of membership the mainstream 
community wanted, rather the kind they were becoming or received. Indeed, Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrants appear to have been forerunners of trends that would characterize broad 




Ascribed versus attained membership 
While judgment and evaluation imply measurement of performance or some form of 
social or ethnic attainment, ethnicity, as with many formulations of citizenship, is rooted in 
kinship ties. In such groups, “[m]embership is a matter of belonging, not of achievement. One 
does not have to prove oneself, or to excel in anything, in order to belong and to be accepted as a 
full member.... One belongs because of who one is” (Margalit & Raz 1995: 84). Qualification is 
not a matter of choice; only disqualification is. Members are recognized because of who they are, 
or often more accurately who their parents are, rather than because of something they have 
accomplished (ibid). Thus, the privilege of automatic acknowledgment comes at the cost of 
being subject to exclusion. While people may, in half-seriousness, refer to themselves as ‘good’ 
or ‘bad’ Catholics or Jews, framing their identity in terms of adherence to traditional practices or 
beliefs, they never question the legitimacy of the ethnic or religious tie on which the assessment 
is premised. Their (self-)evaluation is possible only because their presence, rights and voice 
within the group is recognized and they have been extended its resources and protection. 
Inclusion exceeds mere toleration; it comes bound to expectations. Those who are taken 
for granted as belonging are those to whom we apply our “moral values, rules, and 
considerations of fairness”, those who we conceive of as falling within “our ‘scope of justice’ or 
‘moral community’” (Opotow 1990: 3). Membership is a community is also more than just 
agreeing to abide by a minimal legal framework. ‘Moral inclusion’ relates not only to how one 
might be treated, but also to claims one can make on communal resources and to expectations 
that others will sacrifice to ensure your well-being (4). The greater degree to which expectations 
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of treatment, resources and readiness to act on behalf of another “cluster” in a relationship, the 
more stable and reliable it is. By contrast, inconsistencies between expectations and (readiness 
for) action – believing others deserve fair treatment but finding it difficult to spare time or money 
to help achieve it – reveal that “moral inclusion is unstable or provisional” (ibid). It is important 
then to speak of boundaries in the plural. In liberal democratic societies there are boundaries of 
fairness that are quite expansive, but boundaries of resources or sacrifice that are increasingly 
narrow, for example as evident in policies emphasizing austerity in the U.S. and Western Europe. 
These boundaries mark not only the limits of the group but give shape and form to the group by 
equipping those who fall within its limits with expectations of themselves and of others. 
The tension surrounding Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants reflects the diversity of 
experiences housed by the term Jewish. While in the U.S. and, to lesser but still significant extent 
in Germany, identification as Jewish and participation in religious and ethnic communities is 
elective, in the USSR it was not. Boundary shifts in the U.S. have incorporated Jews as part of 
the mainstream such that when they exhibit differences from other American (e.g. public 
celebration of Chanukah or an affinity to Israel), they are rarely deemed to have transgressed 
“bright boundaries” (Alba 2005). Few Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants experience their 
Jewishness as a matter of choice, even decades after resettlement. As evidenced in the interviews 
conducted for this study, they have successfully conveyed this understanding to their children, 
whom they have largely raised outside of the (former) Soviet Union. None of my interviewees 
engaged the discourse of ‘good’ or ‘bad’ Jews or otherwise attempted to excuse their lack of 
religious observance or familiarity with Jewish tradition. Their claim on belonging was self-
evident and independent of additional beliefs or actions. The large dispersion in their 
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understandings of the latitude availed to Jewish citizens of the U.S., and to a lesser extent 
Germany, contrasts with the sustained and substantial commitment of resources and attention 
devoted to these immigrants upon arrival. The loose overlap between the two, the lack of 
‘clustering’ referred to above, results in greater instability in the relationship between native-
born and immigrant Jews, as evident in the persisting attention devoted to assessing the 
Jewishness of their cultural expression (Sarna 2013).  
 
Concentric circles of communities 
Divergence among boundaries and groups typifies social life. Moral communities are laid 
out in concentric circles. We hold different expectations of our family members than we do of 
our neighbors, of our neighbors than visitors from another state, and of Americans, for example, 
than those from another country. The trans-regional or transnational character of ethnic and 
group relations can complicate how we make sense of our commitments and expectations to 
others who share membership in one kin-based category but not another. Russian-speaking Jews 
serve as a prime example. On the one hand, their shared Jewishness, whether understood as 
religion or ethnicity, functions as an important source of bounded solidarity. Yet, their secular 
understandings of Jewish culture and ethnicity, their different experiences of being Jewish, and 
by extension their conception of Jewish history, particularly its more recent chapters, highlights 
the ways in which these immigrants’ Jewishness is foreign to other Jews in North America and 
Western Europe. The differences these immigrants manifest are the product of having lived in 
another country, whose history and economic, cultural and political dynamics differed 
substantively from the one in which they now live. Thus, imagined communities of trans-
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national ethnics confront a different set of expectations and demands when immigration, by 
eliminating the geographic distance that once defined their relationship, strips their relationship 
of a border that had constituted it. Reconciling conceptualizations of moral communities 
constructed at a distance with the experience of encounter constitutes a challenge and 
opportunity. It puts practical and ideological commitments to the test while at the same time 
offering each group a broader repertoire of how to express and understand itself.  
Barth’s conceptualization of boundaries as integral to the mechanisms of judgment 
illuminates the interdependence and interplay between boundaries and culture. While who is 
bounded may change, boundaries may be the one element of groups that can be viewed as 
constant over time as “[they] persist despite a flow of personnel across them” (9). Individuals 
may move across boundaries and the culture enclosed by those boundaries, and thus the 
boundaries’ very location mutates and shifts. For example, shared values drive boundary 
maintenance. They compel a commitment, offering a logic and motivation to maintain its 
presence. Yet, values that remain consistent over time risk failing to adjust to changing 
conditions, opportunities and challenges the group faces, and irrelevant values risk failing to 
inspire commitment. The presumption of consistent adherence to the same values over time 
implies a static reality absent of change from innovation, crisis or immigration. As Barth notes, 
“categorical ethnic distinctions do not depend on the absence of mobility, contact and 
information, but do entail social processes of exclusion and incorporation whereby discrete 
categories are maintained despite changing participation and membership...” (1969: 9-10). 
Boundaries thus shift as the traits the group desires or is compelled to maintain change, and 
along with them often the composition of the group itself changes. What remains constant in 
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these cases is the continued existence of a social boundary, even as where it lies and who is 
bounded by it changes. However, boundaries may also blur and fade. As nominal delimiters of 
groups they exist only so long as the group persists, by choice or compulsion, as a distinctive 
unit. Jews’ transformation into whites in the U.S. over the course of the twentieth century 
illustrates a boundary adjustment. Jews in America are no longer perceived as racially distinctive 
but continue to be recognized as a discrete ethno-religious group. 
The primary role of boundaries in defining Jews as a group deserves mention with regard 
to this study. Diversity of practice, attitude and belief have long characterized Jews. To offer 
three salient examples, Judaism promotes monotheism, yet Jews have been great proponents of 
atheism; and while Jewish national aspirations have been realized through Zionism, many Jews 
have historically cultivated and continue to tend to a vibrant diaspora, with cultural movements, 
like the early 20th century Yiddish-speaking Bund which was militantly anti-Zionist; and 
although established Jewish communities wring their hands about the decline of endogamy in 
marriage statistics in the late 20th century, successful assimilation into the host society has also 
long characterized Jewish aspirations in the modern era. No one attribute or set of attributes 
consistently describes the group over time. Individuals and families have crossed the social 
boundary defining Jewish membership with far greater regularity it would seem than is typically 
acknowledged (Botticini & Eckstein 2012). The ‘sameness’ attributed to the group is a 
characteristic of the ethnic corporation, rather than the individual per se, of the aggregate of 
people who share a sense of belonging. The boundary is relationally the same – Jews as 




Who, what and how of difference 
The ongoing work of social construction is not limited to boundaries. Once Barth’s work 
illuminated the centrality of boundary maintenance, others endeavored to highlight the 
malleability of culture. Ann Swidler repositioned culture from being a motive to a means, turning 
Parson’s conception of culture on its head. Culture is demoted to “a ‘tool kit’, a set of habits, 
skills and styles with which people construct strategies of action... [the] moods, sensibilities and 
views of the world (Geertz, 1973a)... [that] construct chains of action” (1986: 273; 277). She 
jettisoned the conception of culture as a unified system that monotonically drives action towards 
a desired end or a revered value. Culture influences how people approach life, the contours and 
reach of their ‘strategies of action’, through the cultural repertoire available to them. Individuals 
and groups select and connect different items from their ‘tool kit’ to construct these ‘strategies of 
action’; culture helps determines which they choose and how they organize them, thus shaping 
the actions they take. Even when ideas, values or goals change, “the way action is organized” 
endures (276). She offers a pragmatic view of cultural evolution, noting that “people will come 
to value ends for which their cultural equipment is well suited … and thus analysts’ should focus 
on “how cultural elements constrain or facilitate patterns of action” (284). While Bourdieu’s 
conception of habitus is similar to her own ‘tool kit’, and likewise critiques the anthropological 
tradition of linking strategies to values, its treatment of strategies is localized, and is presented as 
a response to a discrete cultural pattern that an individual confronts (276). Swidler’s ‘strategies 
of action’ serve as an organizing principle for one’s life that shapes what choices seem sensible 
and which items from one’s tool kit, Bourdieu’s habitus, might appear useful (ibid). 
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Joanne Nagel offers a refinement to Swidler’s approach, subjecting the contents of the 
tool kit to a constructivist approach as well. While Swidler’s re-specification of culture 
explicates how the cultural repertoire is used, it did not attend to how it came to be. Nagel’s 
analysis takes as its premise that the study of ethnicity necessitates a consideration of history. 
She offers that cultural repertoires are not only inherited, but that “we also determine [the 
toolkit’s] contents – keeping some tools already in the kit, discarding others, adding new ones” 
(1994: 162). Culture is constructed through initiatives backed by state organs as well as social 
and community movements. The former support the creation and maintenance of institutions like 
museums and memorials (163-4) that seek to reconstruct historical culture, and the latter attempt 
to fashion a new culture by blending cultural forms and developing a sense of ethnic pride (166-
7). Boundaries, the other central ingredient in ethnicity, are also the site and subject of ongoing 
redefinition and adjustment. Resource competition, organizing to secure political access and 
immigration serve as prime mechanisms in locating ethnic boundaries. Their aims and 
composition change over time and should be accounted for in an analysis Nagel argues. 
Immigration, for example, affects both how boundaries are perceived by the group internally 
(e.g. Mexicans may largely contrast themselves with Guatemalans, but upon immigration to the 
U.S. might view greater kinship with them as Latinos) as well as how they are stimulated 
externally, in generating ethnic diversity and influencing the distinctions between minority 
groups and the social mainstream (156). 
Nagel’s integration of Barth and Swidler’s work involves subtle shifts in interpretation. 
Her discussion of culture focuses on the excavation or introduction of practices, of “fill[ing] 
Barth’s vessel by reinventing the past and inventing the present” (162), using his metaphor for 
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ethnic categories as receptacles of sharing understandings, sensibilities and practices. To address 
the reality of negotiating ethnic identities in increasingly diverse societies, she emphasizes the 
“layering” of ethnic identities (155), its close alignment with boundaries’ construction (154) and 
the production of variants of identity, from the sub-tribal to the pan-ethnic. “An individual of 
Cuban ancestry may be Latino vis-a-vis non-Spanish-speaking ethnic groups, a Cuban-American 
vis-a-vis other Spanish-speaking groups, a Marielito vis-a-vis other Cubans, and white vis-a-vis 
African Americans” (155).  The reference groups employed in identifying the group, in setting 
boundaries between itself and others, remain fluid, encompassing groups that are more similar or 
different from a focal group, depending on the needs and conditions at a given point in time. 
Nagel succinctly summarizes the difference in Barth and Swidler’s work, noting that 
identity and culture answer the two different questions: “who are we?” and “what are we?” 
respectively (ibid). Yet, if we conceptualize boundaries more robustly, as demarcation of moral 
communities, commitments to care and expectations to act, Barth and Swidler’s formulations 
address an additional question, if only at times secondarily, namely, ‘how are we?’ For Barth, 
boundaries encourage or constrain action as a function of social control. Boundaries establish 
difference and, depending on which side of it one falls, how one’s actions, attitudes and beliefs 
may be evaluated. The ‘how’ questions take the form of the standards by which one is evaluated 
as a member of the group. They are posed only in relation to those acknowledged as (potential) 
members, and not those presumed outside of it. For Swidler, culture limits action through the 
finite nature of its repertoire. Culture serves a discrete set of linkages that at once enact strategies 
of action and circumscribe them, determining how people act by availing themselves of means to 
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construct chains of action. Both tend to the question of not only what one is, but how one acts or 
has the capacity to act.  
These questions in their various manifestations are intimately connected, all attempting to 
address the “problematics of... meaning” in ethnicity (152). Which formulation takes precedence 
depends in part on context. ‘What’ formulations often chart the social distance that remains to be 
bridged, the bright boundaries (Alba 2005) that persist between the groups, while ‘how’ 
questions might better evidence a degree of nearness. The groups compared appear to share the 
same social category, but differ in the intensity, extent or mode of practice. Nagel’s comparison 
of Cuban Americans with African Americans cited above might lend itself to ‘what’ questions, 
for example regarding differences in language, educational attainment and occupation, to 
describe the most salient ways in which difference manifests itself, and thus one way in which 
this configuration of terms produces meaning. A comparison with whites, however, might 
instead employ ‘how’ questions to yield insight into the meaningfulness of belonging. 
Differences of class and race between these groups are less salient and the differences in family 
planning or entrepreneurship and self-employment may come to the fore. The reframing of 
Judaism in America as “a religion populated by believers who just happened to attend churches 
called synagogues” (Wuthnow 2005) serves as another illustration of the transition between 
‘what’ questions of religion to the ‘how’ ones of practice. The nearness of Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrants to their proximal hosts as well as the mainstream, evident in their shared 
claim on Jewish belonging and their acceptance as white, respectively, means ‘how’ questions 
will prove to be a greater aid in discerning meaningful differences between them and others. 
While Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants often speak a foreign language and eat different 
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foods (answers to ‘what’ questions), to understanding the implications of these differences we 
need to investigate how they promote and reinforce a different conception and practice of family 
ties, and a cultural resource in constructing a distinctive identity.  
 
Ethnicity: Interests, Institutions and Culture 
Ethnicity differs from other forms of identification in its emphasis on real or assumed 
bonds of kinship, whether in the form of ancestry, family or homeland (Cornell 1996: 268). Like 
other groups, ethnic groups also require the “assertion on the part of group members of at least a 
history, if not a present, of common culture” (269). While shared taste in food or music or 
working in the same trade as others may offer an organizing logic for a collective or union, it 
does not suffice for an ethnic group. Ethnic groups may enjoy multiple common ties aside from 
their shared past, real or imagined, but they are invariably characterized in terms of it. Ethnicity 
differs from other forms of identity in “its presentation [of group identity] in terms of ethnicity” 
(269). This does not constitute a rejection or subordination of the role of boundary maintenance, 
but an acknowledgement of the force that assertions of common history and culture hold. Ethnic 
identities lend themselves to romanticized relationships to land or conceptions of a primordial 
people (Sollors 1991) because they incorporate a relationship that extends beyond the individual. 
Ethnicity invokes a history and reach that go beyond the present time and location, a requirement 
groups organized around lifestyle or class interests do not have. An auto workers’ union needs a 
shop floor but not a lineage of earlier generations of metalwork or transport craftsmanship. 
Imagined histories and ancestries persist longer and more tenaciously than does the practice of 
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shared culture, which helps explain the seeming paradoxical case of symbolic ethnicity (Gans 
1979).  
Cornell does not seek to replace or displace a constructivist approach, but rather to 
acknowledge its limits and assert the persisting significance of content. Ethnic identities vary 
greatly, both between groups, within groups and across time. According to Cornell, to grasp how 
they vary necessitates understanding that they are “highly variable in content” (1996: 273), and 
specifically along three particularly salient dimensions: interests, institutions and culture (270). 
Shared economic, political or social interests are one basis of attachment, and they represent the 
most fluid of the group. They form porous boundaries, with movement in and out of the group 
relatively easy (273), as the issues that bind members together are circumstances, social, 
economic or political in that nature, that they face at present and to which they seek to respond. 
Inherently contemporary, and requiring no prior affiliation or involvement, involving no lineage 
or kin ties, they create opportunities for collaboration and a sense of shared mission and 
solidarity among individuals from otherwise different backgrounds. Yet, by their nature, they are 
fleeting (ibid): a group organized around interests alone is contingent upon conditions largely 
outside of its influence, making it highly responsive to circumstance and hence unstable. The 
realization of their “common position in the social order” (275) may foster a sense of affinity and 
belonging, but, when lacking institutional support or a distinctive cultural conception, such a 
group remains “directly derivative of circumstance: markets, politics, discriminatory boundaries, 
or other external opportunities and constraints” (281). Individuals whose positions change can 
easily separate themselves from the group and shifting boundaries or policies can lead to the 
group’s dissolution, as the challenge or position once held in common no longer is.  
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Institutions introduce greater stability into the relationship of group members with one 
another by inserting a more durable structure that attends to their shared challenges and needs. In 
Cornell’s conceptualization, these “formalized patterns of relationships and actions” (275) 
represent more elaborate investments into attending to a group’s interests, by means of “a formal 
or informal organizational mechanism for problem-solving” (271). Institutions represent a 
group’s intervention in the conditions that avail them of collaboration and solidarity, making 
them less reliant solely on exogenous conditions as they confront with interests above. The 
institutions that emerge vary based on the opportunities that present themselves. They respond to 
needs that are not otherwise adequately addressed and draw on available resources and patterns 
of action. They take the shape of networks of schools in one community and a summer camp in 
another or a political party in one system and an ethnic caucus in another. Institutions “provide 
the organizational media through which group members pursue their various ends”, underlining 
that “interests may direct action, but institutions organize it” (282). By funneling members with 
similar interests into a limited set of avenues for action, institutions order, organize, and by 
extension also constrain, how they seek to remedy their situation. To part ways with the group, 
assuming one hasn’t experienced a fundamental change in one’s social, economic or political 
position, requires finding an alternative “capable of solving life problems or of pursuing interests 
we see” (274). The challenge in doing so, and the resultant ‘stickiness’, generates friction that 
slows movement in and out of communities with shared institutions, rendering them more stable. 
Echoing Swidler, Cornell offers that culture shapes how groups undertake action. If 
institutions reflect systematized and coordinated action, then culture serves the analogous role 
for interpretation and understanding. It expresses a group’s agreement as to what “constitute[s 
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the] normative order and worldview and provide[s] strategic and stylistic guides to action” (271). 
On the individual level, culture represents how one makes sense of the world and grasps one’s 
place in it. Leaving a group in part means redefining oneself, as one’s understanding of who one 
is and how one acts are products of engagement with its culture. This high threshold makes 
departure from communities with a common culture difficult (275). Culture doesn’t just shape 
people, but people also shape culture. Shared social experience generates culture, and so the 
more time and opportunity people have to interact the more extensive and refined their systems 
of understanding and guides to action can be. 
In offering this typology of interests, institutions and culture, Cornell makes three related 
assertions. First, while “culture is a definitional element in ethnicity” (269), to yield an 
analytically useful approach to ethnicity it needs to be considered alongside interests and 
institutions. Shared cultural practice, while the most expressive and identifiable component of 
ethnicity does not, on the one hand, overwhelm or marginalize the other two elements, nor, on 
the other, should it be displaced in favor of structural or material factors. Second, the 
components of the tripartite model of ethnic identity vary, and at times manifest with greater or 
lesser salience (272). For example, a symbolic ethnicity or community occupies one end of the 
spectrum, exhibiting weakly on each of the three dimensions, while communities characterized 
by a visible, ‘thick culture’, those equipped with a distinctive language, dress, food and beliefs, 
rate strongly on all of them. Finally, he offers a synthesis of the two points above: no community 
is more or less ethnic than another; “variation lies in the nature of the bonds they share, not in 
any degree of ethnicity” (272). By shifting our focus to the components of ethnicity, Cornell 
enables a more nuanced analysis that is not largely dependent upon being “distinguishable or 
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contrasting from that of other, similar groups” (Barth 1969: 10-11). The bases of attachment 
differ within and between groups as does the strength of that attachment, meaning that 
membership in the group may intrude, intervene or organize more or less of members’ lives and 
do so in different ways. The form it takes, whether as a thinner or thicker culture, or a weaker or 
stronger ethnic identity, reflects how meaningful and consequential ethnicity is in members’ 
lives.  
 
Another Tripartite Approach: Commonality, Connectedness, Groupness 
Rogers Brubaker and Frederick Cooper offer a reformulation of classic typologies for the 
study of ethnic identity, with the explicit aim of revivifying an essential concept whose study had 
become cliched and whose dynamism had dissipated. Identities as social constructions, the 
product of human intervention rather than qualities innate to a group had become so widely 
accepted, that its application had become routinized and its insightful capacity dulled. At some 
point, culture thins to the point of symbolic identity, but under what conditions that occurs or 
what mechanisms it may engage remain unclear. Brubaker and Cooper recognize instances 
where identification with the group is fleeting, the product of an organizational effort or narrative 
framing, as something that masquerades as identity but lacks substantive and consequential ties 
between individuals. The blame, they argue, should not be heaped upon the concept of identity or 
convince us to abandon it as an analytical tool, but rather it is attributable to an insufficient 
vocabulary to describe the social phenomenon at hand. To supplement and strengthen our 
understanding of identity, they offer a set of ‘pre-identity’ ingredients to capture the ephemeral 
and orchestrated moments that seem to express identity. 
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Brubaker and Cooper offer an alternative conceptualization of identity, both ethnic and 
otherwise. Their formulation makes available a needed typology and vocabulary and seeks to 
revivify the term ‘identity’ after it has been overextended and applied in varied and conflicting 
ways that vitiate its analytical purchase. While Barth confronted a social and political discourse 
that lacked a robust notion of boundaries as compared with culture, and Cornell sought to attend 
to a lack of context and variation in the analysis of ethnicity, Brubaker and Cooper’s critique 
evidences how well these lessons have been integrated into the study of identity. Identity has 
come to wield considerable political and social influence, but also a much-diminished analytical 
purchase as it has been applied cavalierly by scholars and activists. 
Terms like ‘nation’ or ‘race’, ‘identity’ that have entered into wide circulation and 
affected the popular discourse are now both a category of social and political analysis as well as 
part of our everyday social and political practice (2000: 4). Yet, while scholarly work no longer 
asserts that races or nations are natural phenomena and rather investigates how they are 
constructed, the same, Brubaker and Cooper argued, could not be said of identity. The 
naturalized ways in which it is employed in the popular discourse seeped into the scholarly 
discourse as well (5). In their article, they call for acknowledging that “[r]eification is a social 
process, not only an intellectual practice... [and that a]nalysts of this kind of politics should seek 
to account for this process of reification” (5) of identity, rather than reproducing it. The popular, 
practice-anchored meaning that “implied or asserted that ‘nations’, ‘races’ and ‘identities’ ‘exist’ 
and that people ‘have’ a ‘nationality’, a ‘race’, an ‘identity’... [resulted from t]he dual  
orientation of many academic identitarians as both analysts and protagonists of identity politics” 
(6). Blurring lines and roles resulted in a hollowed-out term: seeing potential identities 
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everywhere meant, in the end, that they were nowhere. An analytical conception of identity that 
is multiple, ever-adjusting and internally-generated offers little to explain its often singular, 
exclusionary and externally generated manifestations (1). While Brubaker and Cooper note that 
they value the term’s circulation in popular discourses, they looked askance at the presumption 
of ‘identity’s’ relevance in social analysis. They want to abandon the supposition that the efforts 
invested or involved in identifying must result in an ‘identity’ and seek to focus instead on the 
“processual” character of identification regardless of an outcome (17).  
In part, what makes identity so attractive a term is that it encompasses the varied ways in 
which identification takes place. Brubaker and Cooper peel back the term to reveal the gears in 
motion. They argue that there are other established means, concepts and terms to address the 
questions for which ‘identity’ is commonly employed (9), and in doing so, to avoid introducing 
confusion when in the search for clarity. This analysis is structured around the final set of terms 
Brubaker and Cooper submit “in place of the all-purpose ‘identity’” (20): commonality, 
connectedness and groupness (19). Commonality refers to shared attributes or category, and 
connectedness refers to the web of ties between people. The final term, groupness, refers to “a 
feeling of belonging together”, the emotional dimension of seeing oneself a part of a bounded 
group.  
Commonality houses more of the stuff of culture than is assigned to a single term in other 
conceptualizations of identity reviewed here. It refers to conventional attributes, like “common 
language, religion, customs, names, etc.” (Calhoun 1997: 44) but extends beyond them as well to 
include shared institutions, reproduction of traditions and history held in common, and even 
seemingly lineage, the identification of common parentage or ancestry. It covers a broad range of 
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cultural forms, whether formal or informal, improvised or institutionalized, attributed as 
biological or fictive in origin. Were Barth and Cornell to place kin ties, values and institutions all 
in the same category they might overwhelm it; in Brubaker and Cooper’s formulation they 
complement one another. They share two crucial characteristics around which these analysts 
construct their critique: they require ongoing reproduction and reinvention to maintain their 
salience in the ethnic, national or racial imagination, yet nevertheless lend themselves to 
presentation as immutable or natural. Brubaker and Cooper direct their critique at practices of 
categorization that presume that if commonalities are registered, they automatically qualify as 
evidence of the substantive or bounded nature of a group. Instead they propose that we consider 
whether an expression of something shared may represent only an artifact of a momentary ethnic 
event or a manipulative fabrication of difference.56   
Salient commonalities are those defined by their exclusivity to one group and not another. 
For example, the celebration of the Jewish New Year in the fall serves as an example of a 
commonality of the first order, with religious ritual or merely a start date that differs from those 
of the social mainstream as well as other minorities. There are, however, commonalities that 
differentiate a group from some but not all other groups. A family-centered orientation that 
encourages living with and near parents well into adulthood represents a tendency at odds with 
prevailing conceptions of individual autonomy, although it is shared by many minority groups. 
While often framed in terms of authenticity or genuineness, what order of commonality describes 
a group’s commonalities reflects “the style in which [the community] is imagined (Anderson 
                                                 
56 Whether the presumed commonality is instigated by institutional or individual actors in a predictable or 
spontaneous manner on regular or infrequent basis is, in their analysis, a secondary consideration. 
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1991: 6). There are other ways of distinguishing communities, of course, such as their scale, 
extent of administrative organization, degree of internal equality, and so forth” (Calhoun 1997: 
4). The choice of commonality that accentuates difference between groups or delineates ‘bright 
lines’ (Alba 2005) reflects the constructed conception of the community, rather than an essential 
or inherent attribute. For example, complaints about the dearth of Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants among the membership rolls or donors of Jewish communal and religious 
institutions, or the skepticism raised about the ‘Jewishness’ of the group on the whole, given the 
prevalence of intermarriage in the final decades of the Soviet Union, reflect much about the 
established Jewish communities in both Germany and the U.S., the ways in which they have 
imagined themselves and the issues that have concerned their leadership [See Ch. 2].  
Connectedness refers to “the relational ties that link people” (Brubaker & Cooper 2000: 
20). It attempts to generalize about the network and its context, enabling connectedness to refer 
to kinship (as a social relation) as well as participation in a social movement or membership in 
an institution. Not all social connections sustain an identity and not all expressions of 
commonality involve interpersonal or network relations. For example, being part of a nation, 
adopting its values and style of living, does not requires connectedness, while being part of a 
family typically does. Connectedness as a stand-alone dimension of identity draws attention to 
the weak ties between 1.5 and second-generation Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants and non-
immigrant Jews during the former’s childhood, an unexpected finding given the large 
institutional mobilization that accompanied their arrival and early settlement. They know of 
them, but often don’t know them. Settlement patterns and avoidance of institutional membership 
meant that once the initial, intensive phase of resettlement assistance concluded they often had 
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few reasons or occasions to interact with them. The notable exception concerns those active in 
religious communities and a noteworthy inflection point is their enrollment in college in the 
U.S., where they encounter Jewish campus organizations designed to engage them, which at 
times is the first sustained interaction with a Jewish institution they can recall.  
Groupness is “a sense of belonging to a distinctive, bounded, solidary group” (ibid).  
Brubaker and Cooper attempt to capture what Barth describes as the “sense of overriding 
oneness vis-a-vis some constitutive other” (19-20). Groupness can result from sharing a social 
position with others and having personal relationships with them or it can occur in the absence of 
them. Membership in an ‘imagined community’, for example, cultivates a sense of belonging 
that relies on a felt and perceived relationship, rather than one actualized among individuals. It is 
an understanding that one often comes to know through feeling, and whose description often 
pales in comparison to the feeling it invokes. This, however, is a feature, not a flaw. Groupness 
represents the sense of boundedness, not a shared language or ritual (which is commonality) nor 
shared relations of family and friends (which is connectedness). While Barth identifies social 
boundaries as pivotal locations in the definition of a group, the emotion invested in them is tied 
to commonalities. For example, we may feel bothered or even offended when standards of 
morality are violated, and hence boundaries transgressed; the emotional experience here is tied to 
the commonality (shared values) and attributed to the boundary alone. Typically, the two 
overlap, as with the example of moral standards above, and the aspect of company, real or 
imagined, is subsumed by that of content. Groupness, however, provides a label for a sense of 
belonging that stands apart from an act of belonging.57 We experience meaning in our lives not 
                                                 
57 This does not imply that it holds no potential for action, but rather that it operates in conjunction with it. 
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only from what we do, what we think or what we believe. Mere membership in a group whose 
history, achievements, experience and actions are recognized as significant endows meaning to 
an individual, notwithstanding their negligible role, if any at all. Like a fan of sports team or a 
denizen of a city, one can feel pride in a larger enterprise, even when your contribution to it is 
entirely passive, enacted only by being present and demanding no direct action. In dis-
aggregating the feeling of belonging from the practice of belonging, Brubaker and Cooper enable 
us to analyze a seemingly ‘thin identity’ without reducing it immediately to a symbolic one, with 
its pejorative connotation of being elective and fleeting. Symbolic identity conceptually 
represents the penultimate station in its devolution, while groupness indicates no direction. 
Groupness references a boundary whose contours are emotional, and which as the sole 
component of an ethnic identity mirrors a symbolic one, but in conjunction with commonality or 
groupness represents something of greater substance and consequence. This makes Brubaker and 
Cooper’s typology particularly useful when studying a group like Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants, which is characterized by a palpable sense of bounded group membership but is 
accompanied by few visible commonalities, like distinctive dress such as a yarmulke or 
headscarf or public community institution, like a synagogue or mosque.  
 
Time, history and ethnicity 
The configuration of interests, institutions and culture differs given the state and 
development of a group at a given moment in time. While a vibrant and established community 
may have defined interests, institutions that pursue them and distinctive cultural practices, a 
newly emerging community may only have a few, nascent interests around which they are 
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beginning to organize. A displaced community may bring with it distinctive cultural practices but 
find that its institutions do not travel well and that interests that focused their attention in the 
past, no longer warrant it. Established communities that are well-integrated into the social 
mainstream, by contrast, may find little need or interest in maintaining distinctive practices and 
realize that few of their interests differ from those of the majority. Institutions, moreover, may 
persist, eroding far more slowly than the speed at which members abandon cultural practices or 
at which common interests fade, as is often evident with religious groups. As ethnicity ‘thins’ it 
organizes less and less of members’ lives. Institutions, however, being durable in nature, offer a 
familiar means by which to engage one’s ethnic identity if only for a moment, event or holiday.  
Cornell’s dimensions of ethnic identity influence the development and trajectory of one 
another. Institutions come into being as communities organize to pursue their shared interests. 
Culture influences how institutions take shape, making available certain strategic perspectives 
and patterns of action. Institutions bring members together and give them reason to meet again. 
They focus attention on key interests, offer avenues of action and sustain interest and material 
and cultural resources across time and space. In doing so, they create occasions for interactions 
over extended periods of time, crucial conditions for the development of shared culture. Culture 
helps select the interest a community organizes around, offering means of making sense of needs 
and conditions and means of mobilization that may lead them to pursue one interest instead of 
another.  
With his model of ethnicity, Cornell seeks to reclaim the conceptual and analytical space 
lost to material and structural explanations that reduce ethnicity to an adjunct of circumstances. 
He appears implicitly to rebuff social movements as the primary model by which to understand 
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ethnicity. Social movements have been pivotal in shaping ethnic identities, but their emphasis on 
present conditions, whether in the form of resources, framing and opportunities, marginalizes 
elements that are applied using a different timescale. Interests, institutions and culture are 
enacted or act on members in the present, but in many cases, they are also inherited from the past 
and bequeathed to the future. Present actions matter but understanding them often requires 
considering more than a single time frame. It is far easier to continue speaking Yiddish or 
Russian when you were raised with it, than to struggle through the challenges of learning a new 
alphabet and vocabulary. Maintaining an institution, however dowdy or sluggish it appears, is 
often easier than starting a new one. Embedded in many cultural and institutional practices is not 
only action, but also connection.  
Lurking in the spaces between the elements of Cornell’s typology is ethnic affinity, as the 
present is often difficult to separate from the past. We typically do not choose what language we 
speak, managing our lives based on decisions made for us as children. We often maintain 
religious or ethnic traditions not out of belief or loyalty to the group, but because they form the 
threshold to relationships with family and friends. The bonds that undergird ethnic identity are 
measured in units of time that often exceed a generation or even a lifetime. A developed ethnic 
identity results from the intersection of social forces over time and represents a social tapestry 
that envelops individuals as much as it invites them to add to or alter it. As Craig Calhoun notes, 
“many of the distinguishing characteristics of national cultures, like language, are not created by 
individuals. Rather, individuals only become persons in social relationships that are already 
shaped by culture” (1997: 30). This relational perspective adds to our understanding of a 
common history, lineage or kinship as criteria in defining ethnicity. More than a nod to familial, 
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tribal or clan origins of ethnicity, whether real or imagined, it recognizes that ethnic identity 
leans heavily on trans-generational social institutions, like language and religion, and that shared 
attitudes and tastes are often preferences and perspectives molded over the course of generations. 
 
Kin versus Cognitive Approach 
Brubaker and Cooper’s conceptions of identity differ from Weber, Barth and Cornell’s in 
the omission of kin relationships or ancestry in the first order of criteria. Barth includes them as 
the first entry in his definition of ethnicity and Cornell embeds relationships that span time into 
his understandings of institutions and culture. Despite Brubaker and Cooper’s description of their 
approach as pertaining to groups in general, the ethnic being one of many, the examples offered 
largely deal with ethnicity and race, namely the case of nationality in Eastern Europe and race in 
the U.S. In fact, in contrast to these theorists, Brubaker and Cooper are openly critical of a 
“group-centered representation of the social world” (2000: 31) and, see little need to emphasize 
or prioritize ethnic groups over others. Moreover, they appear to employ a phenomenological 
perspective, seeking to restrict the temporal framing of their analysis to the present. They resist 
including in their reformulations of identity conceptualizations that draw or rely on the past and 
project meaning into present. Commonality is understood as a set of shared practices, attitudes or 
beliefs in the present, rather than those inherited from the past and reflexively assumed to be 
retain relevance. Groupness likewise relates to a sense of boundedness experienced at the 
moment rather than one implied based on past or historical relationships. Connectiveness refers 
to ties forged or maintained in the present, as compared with kinship or ancestry which reference 
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relationships established in the, often distant, past but whose relevance in the present is implied 
rather than demonstrated.  
Brubaker and Cooper adopt a phenomenologically inspired approach for two reasons. 
Their intellectual undertaking aims to revivify the relevance of the concept and term ‘identity’, 
and they see its over-extension, contradictory use, and reification as contributing to its analytical 
degradation. They argue that group identities are awarded to any experience or collection of 
individuals with little evaluation or investigation as to whether the purported identity bears 
meaning and warrant the authority that comes with the designation as a group. They are wary of 
the power and influence that remain attached to group identities even as they diminish in 
meaning and relevance when inherited by later generations. Brubaker and Cooper admonish 
against automatically assuming the relevance, stability and durability of a group identity as it 
ultimately undermines the terms analytical utility. In being applicable to all, all of the time, it 
becomes relevant to no one, ever. The challenge implied by evidencing the relevance of a group 
identity is first establishing the existence of a group that warrants assumptions of agency and 
identity. 
When we think in terms of groups, Brubaker argues, we consider what collectives of 
individuals “want, demand, or aspire towards; how they think of themselves and others; and how 
they act in relation to other groups” (2004: 24). Cornell’s dimension of interest is motivated in 
part by the same concern, and he therefore distinguishes between interests and identity. Interests 
represent social positions people may hold in common, but they imply little in terms of a sense of 
belonging among these people. In Cornell’s work, common interests lead easily to the existence 
of groups, however weak and unstable their ties, and represent a relationship Brubaker views as 
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problematic. Brubaker draws on the concept of category as a foil to that of a group. Whether in 
the form of clan (as opposed to tribal) membership or identities like gender or statuses like 
immigrant or entrepreneur, these categories express the potential for group formation but do not 
imply its realization. While groups have a history of action and an identity that recalls solidarity, 
categories represent only the outline of possibilities, a platform from which to launch a shared 
sense of what could and should be. Categories, along with other terms like events (2004:12), 
framing, coding (16) and cognition (17), offer a vocabulary with which Brubaker and Cooper 
propose to analyze and discuss “ethnicity without groups” (7). 
The second motivation, specific to Brubaker, represents a broader epistemological 
commitment. Brubaker’s aim is not to jettison a constructivist approach that has grown stale, but 
to overhaul it, equipping it with new and more insightful capacities. He attempts to do so by 
recasting a constructivist view in terms of cognition. While in “Ethnicity without Groups” (2004) 
he lists cognition among several strategies by which to avoid groupist assumptions, in “Ethnicity 
as Cognition” (Brubaker et al. 2004) it takes center stage. Brubaker begins with a discussion of 
how cognitive assumptions inform how we think about events, people and symbols in terms of 
race, ethnicity and nationalism, but he quickly establishes cognitive assumptions as fundamental 
to rational thought. Cognition, stated differently, is a process of thinking in categories. Brubaker 
situates this cognitive perspective as the heart of reasoning: “[C]ategories are utterly central to 
seeing and thinking, but they are equally central to talking and acting... [permitting] massive 
cognitive, social and political simplification...[that] focus our attention and channel our limited 
energies... thereby mak[ing] the natural and social worlds intelligible, interpretable, 
communicable, and transformable” (71). To ensure that his readers do not underestimate the 
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importance of categories and their role in creating the reality we interpret, Brubaker concludes: 
“Thus categories underlie not only seeing and thinking but the most basic forms of ‘doing’ as 
well, including both everyday action and more complex, institutionalized patterns of action” 
(ibid).  
These ways of seeing the world, schemas or scripts in the language of cognition, are 
called upon to help make sense of and contextualize ideas, individuals, groups and events that 
otherwise challenge our understanding or expectation. At moments when the ambiguity we 
confront in the social world is highlighted or intensified, they offer a roadmap, a way to grapple 
with the uncertainty and confusion produced when we find ourselves, often suddenly and 
unexpectedly, at a social boundary. Some schemas, like those of race, ethnicity and nationality, 
become “hyperaccessible” (78). We prioritize these schemas and they then achieve a degree of 
dominance by “crowd[ing] out other interpretive schemas” (ibid). They frame our perspective, 
becoming the ‘common sense’ by which the world is understood, and we find that our views of 
individuals, groups, ideas and events, are colored by them. Brubaker’s conceptualization implies 
an asynchronous rationality: we often outsource our thinking in the present to conclusions we 
accepted in the past, and in doing so perhaps blur the line between rational and non-rational 
thought, where the latter manifest as an echo of the former. 
These schemas shape not only how events that involve race, ethnicity and nationality are 
interpreted, but even our knowledge of these categories. The ‘social identity theory’ of the social 
psychologist Henri Tajfel suggests that generating group biases does not require histories of 
oppression, colonialization or exploitation, but emerge from the mere perception of difference, 
the existence of two or more distinct groups. Any form of social categorization will suffice: 
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arbitrary conditions, like the perception of two groups rather than one, are sufficient to influence 
how we act, triggering inter-group discrimination favoring the in-group (72). In this formulation, 
perception always precedes existence. Race, ethnicity and nationality are thus “not things in the 
world, but perspectives on the world” (79); they are never substantive entities, but perceptions 
amplified, prioritized and energized through the interpretive short-hand the dominant culture 
offers. Brubaker finds a cognitive approach particularly compelling, because it explains not only 
how we come to view the world, but also the ease with which we adopt these modes of thinking, 
seeing and doing.  
A cognitive approach appears not dissimilar from Swidler’s ‘toolbox’. Both seek to 
explain mechanism that “constrain or facilitate patterns of action” (Swidler 1986: 284), and both 
view the conditions that shape our thinking, whether culture or categories, as critical way-
stations on the path to action. Cornell’s conceptualization of institutions as “formalized patterns 
of relationships and actions” (1996: 275) as the middle element of his triadic explication of 
ethnic identity strikes the same note. The difference in the three approaches is their point of 
departure, each finding a different way to describe how action is organized even before it begins. 
Brubaker notably avoids culture and institutions precisely because they are well trodden ground 
in the social sciences and he, in contrast, is seeking a “fresh and fruitful way of recasting the 
perennial debate between primordialist and circumstantialist accounts of ethnicity” (2004: 86). 
However, in exchanging institutions and culture for cognition, Brubaker appears to subordinate 
the dimension of time. In his formulation, while cognition is a ‘socially shared knowledge of 
social action’ (ibid) it is shared primarily across space, but seemingly not across time, a subtle 
reiteration of the presentist approach that characterizes his work.  
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While categories are not “things in the world” (2000: 79), culture and institutions in their 
formalized, concretized and often bureaucratized embodiments of patterned thought and action, 
give them material expression. Brubaker concentrates on the present tense, because the 
importation of the past to the present, often via culture and institutions, enables ethnic identity to 
falsely project itself as something substantive and static rather than constructed and emergent. 
Culture and institutions do find a place in Brubaker and Cooper’s typology, primarily under 
commonality and perhaps to a lesser extent under connectiveness for the latter. The airiness of 
cognition and the emphatic rejection of the substantive in relation to ethnic identity are tailored 
for the analysis of groups whose ethnic expressions are episodic and whose sense of belonging is 
tenuous, despite appearances or pronouncements otherwise. The authors aim to avoid assigning 
the attributes and expectations of a group to ethnic expressions that are evanescent. However, 
their proactive skepticism about those capitalizing on our tendency to see ethnicity in terms of 
collectives rather than expression or events leads to a diminished role for temporality, which 
looms larger in analysis of groups that cross boundaries. Immigrants often live one life before 
emigration and another upon immigration and infuse the experience of their children with the 
imported sensibilities of their earlier existence. The practices, perspectives and institutions that 
arise to transmit ethnic identity across time, substantive expressions of ethnic identity in and of 
themselves, are minimized in this approach. Approaches that give due weight to institutions and 
culture acknowledge the ways in which patterns of thinking and action are passed down across 




Other Process-Oriented Theories on Identity 
Other analysts also offer theoretical approaches that emphasize the process of 
identification over its outcome. Andreas Wimmer looks at what influences the selection of 
strategies of boundary making, in seeking to explain how variations in process produces different 
outcomes in the formations of ethnic group identity. Institutional frameworks represent one such 
form of variation as they specify the context within which the dynamics of ethnic boundary 
making unfolds (2008: 990). The principle of ethnic representation, that a group should enjoy 
self-governance, provides the main institutional incentive to subordinate heterogeneity within a 
group, like difference of class, religion or gender, and promote shared qualities, like those of 
lineage, language or other cultural markers. These expanded group boundaries enable state elites 
to demand that minorities among them conform to their norms. At the same time, they also strive 
to systematically homogenize their subjects in cultural and ethnic terms within this expanded set 
of group boundaries. A different strategy of boundary making can result in ethnic differentiation 
or promoting heterogeneity within a group (994-5). Each group has at its disposal an array of 
nesting identities. They will emphasize those that present them as the most worthy or with the 
greatest social standing, which depends on the social ordering established by those more 
powerful than them (similar to Nagel’s argument above regarding Cuban Americans). Finally, 
another strategy determines the location of social boundaries. Alliances between groups 
influence the demarcation of the in- and out-groups in a society. Boundaries are drawn to include 
those groups with whom the elite have existing economic or political relationships, and to 
exclude those with few or no social ties to them. Wimmer adds that network connections 
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established in the early years of nation-states prove most consequential in differentiating 
minority and majority groups. 
Michele Lamont examines the role of symbolic boundaries in the formation of social 
ones, and specifically how individuals consider themselves as similar to or different from other 
racial groups, how and when they go about rebutting stereotypes (Lamont & Molnar 2002). Her 
work emphasizes the ethical conceptions groups have of themselves and of others, how they 
serve as sources of pride and identification, and how they are employed to contrast their identity 
with that of other groups. These ethical conceptions invoke judgement and award status to those 
who adhere to them, and by extension a group that identifies with them. Despite the economic 
disadvantage minority and working-class groups face, they derive dignity and status from the 
substantive, non-material or cultural resources at their disposal. While both Wimmer and Lamont 
make compelling arguments, they prove less relevant to Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants 
who have found little need to engage politically in order to secure political rights or access to 
social institutions or the labor market. They benefited from many advantages that vitiated the 
need for such organizing and activism, like their arrival as refugees, receipt of support from the 
established Jewish community, their identification with them, namely in terms of forms of 
sanctioned difference, Jewish, and more importantly as white. Moreover, their rapid integration 
has enabled them to replicate their parents’ high levels of educational attainment and further 
translate that into labor market success. They are therefore less reliant on symbolic boundaries to 
establish a distinctive and dignified identity, the association with which offers an individual 





The question this study attends to is like the one that motivated Barth’s, namely how 
people can exhibit different cultural traits and yet identify as part of the same group. 
Incorporating the role of boundaries in the construction of ethnic identity equips Barth’s work 
with a sensitivity towards proximity, and how social proximity can magnify those attributes that 
differentiate the groups. Belonging implies “being a certain kind of person” (1969: 14), but when 
cultural practice within a group are diverse some members easily find themselves at odds with 
other’s expectations of how they should be. Immigration brings groups into closer contact, 
making visible their differences and invoking judgement. Inconsistency between one’s 
expectations of others and one’s readiness to act on behalf of others reveals instability in intra-
group ties, which might explain why the relationship between immigrants and their non-
immigrant Jewish peers continues to generate friction in the 1.5 and second-generations. 
Cornell’s work adds complexity and structure to Barth’s category of culture. It attempts 
to explain how variability in content across members of a group develops and it offers a 
vocabulary to describe ethnic identities that are at once held in common yet diverse. Groups can 
share in interests and institutions, for example as did Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants and 
the communities that received them, even as their formulations of ethnic culture differ. 
Established Jewish communities in the U.S. and Germany were eager to aid immigrants because 
religious freedom and freedom of movement expressed and validated their membership in their 
respective societies, and they feel a sense of kinship and recognize a shared history with Jews 
abroad. Immigrant and non-immigrant Jews differed in many ways as well. For community 
organizations of the native-born Jewish community that engaged to receive immigrants, religion 
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figured centrally in their conception of being Jewish, while for the newcomers themselves it is 
marginal. While understanding their different approaches to religion supplies useful contextual 
information, it provides little information as to how they act, or as Swidler suggests, what 
cultural repertoires they employ. Cornell asserts that communities differ not in being more or 
less ethnic, but in the “nature of the bonds they share,” (1996: 272) bearing ‘thinner’ or ‘thicker’ 
ethnicity. ‘Thin’ ethnicity does not undermine the bonds of kinship and shared lineage but 
represents differences in intensity of attachment as well as to the elements of shared culture to 
which those with ‘thick’ ethnicity may feel connected. To notice difference in groups with 
‘thinner’ ethnicity, like Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, we need to ask how they do things 
differently, rather than seeking to find differences only in what they do differently.  
Brubaker and Cooper compact much of the discussion of culture that preceded them into 
a catch-all category of commonality. Skeptical of group identities built on hollow institutions 
lacking constituencies, they focus on personal and interpersonal dimensions. While this study 
delves deeply into the cultural resources Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants deploy in 
cultivating a sense of group identity, it, perhaps unlikely, selects Brubaker and Cooper’s 
typology as its organizing framework. Despite their shortcomings, Brubaker and Cooper’s works 
offers an entry in our conceptual vocabulary, groupness, for the emotional component of group 
belonging, an acknowledgement that enables us to attend to it as a central element of ethnic 
identity and permits a robust analysis of a group characterized as having a ‘thin’ ethnic identity, 
like Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants. Connectiveness underlines ties without regard to their 
institutionalization, which also serves as an advantageous point of departure when studying this 
group of immigrants who have historically been averse to institutional membership.  
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The chapters that follow outline the ways in which 1.5 and second-generation Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrants understand and experience their group identity quite differently 
from those of the established communities they encountered and largely continue to encounter. 
Jewish ritual and history, often products of synagogue and religious school education are largely 
absent from their commonalities, in contrast to those of the communities they settle in. Their 
pattern of settlement and reticence for joining institutions means that although they often live in 
proximity to established Jewish communities, the degree of connectedness appears far lower than 
otherwise might be expected. On the dimension of groupness they are perhaps most similar. Both 
immigrant and established Jewish residents exhibit a strong sense of being Jewish. However, the 
history and progression of their identities differ such that even their similar experiences of 




Chapter 4: Commonality and Family 
Introduction 
Immigration can transform the role of social practices and understandings and equip them 
with a new signaling capacity: what was commonplace in the (former) Soviet Union becomes 
distinctive in the receiving country. These practices and understandings, the content of a 
distinctive identity and the stuff of difference, are what Brubaker and Cooper refer to as 
commonality. While groupness revolves around the role of feelings in delineating boundaries 
and connectiveness around network relations' role, commonality indicates boundaries based on 
differences in knowledge, belief and practice held in common. Language (Elias 2008), religion, 
descent and national history (Foner & Alba 2010) constitute some of the most familiar forms of 
commonality. These familiar approaches to commonality focus on cultural resources that are 
inherited. Few people choose the language they speak, or the religion with which they are raised, 
in no small part because these skills and sensibilities require years of effort and substantial 
infrastructure, like schools and churches, to transmit effectively.  
Gitelman's classification of the (Ashkenazi) culture of Jews of the Soviet Union and its 
successor states as 'thin' and insufficiently substantive assumes from the outset that our 
assessment of it should adopt a multi-generational perspective. Derivative and subjective, 'thin 
culture' is vulnerable to erosion and attenuation, and, in Gitelman's view, often finds a 
“seemingly vacuous expression” in the pronouncement “'I'm proud to be Jewish'” (1998: 123). It 
heralds much yet delivers little. Gitelman's argument pivots on the division between 'thick' and 
'thin' culture. 'Thick' culture is one of “four kinds of 'content' or substance [that may comprise] 
Jewishness: the oldest and apparently most powerful, Judaism; attachment to a homeland, its 
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culture and welfare; a distinct, 'thick culture' including a distinct language; and shared values, 
beliefs, and attitudes, a 'system of understandings and interpretations'” (1998: 118). The ordering 
of the list, he implies in his writing, reflects each form of content’s potential, based on whether it 
“is sufficiently substantive and sustainable to preserve a group's distinctiveness on more than a 
symbolic level” (114). Religion makes greater demands on one's beliefs and practice, while an 
attachment to a homeland, involves a commitment to a place situated elsewhere, one therefore 
less consuming or constraining. 'Thick' culture manifests the connection between the micro and 
macro, serving as the most visible markers of a constellation of “meanings, understandings and 
interpretations [] that account for the way the world works and provide usable guides to action” 
(Cornell 1996: 270). Ubiquitous signposts of difference, like language, dress or food taboos, are 
elements “of relatively elaborate symbolic structures” woven into the everyday.  
However, Soviet Jewish life largely lacked these more visible or distinctive elements of 
this 'thick culture', and Jewish citizens of the Soviet Union were in most ways not all that 
different from their non-Jewish neighbors in their everyday lives. Anti-religious purges of the 
early Soviet state had decimated Jewish institutions, both religious and secular, and the vigorous 
efforts to suppress religious expression instilled fear and dissuaded many from relating to 
whatever knowledge of Jewish history and tradition they may have had (Gitelman 1988). Their 
children and subsequent generations raised in the Soviet Union grew up with little substantive 
knowledge or experience of practicing tradition. “This leaves the 'thinner' form of culture: 
values, understandings, and interpretations shared by the group. Many Jews in and from the 
former Soviet Union believe that Jews are linked by a high esteem for education and the 
professions, that they have higher moral standards than others, and that they make 
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disproportionate contributions to culture” (Gitelman 1998: 123). Indeed, while education, 
science and the arts were areas in which Jews were particularly active, the Soviet state also 
invested heavily in schools, institutes and universities as well as in the performing and visual 
arts, producing some of the highest rates of literacy and attainment in higher education in 
industrialized countries. The socializing mechanisms of the Soviet state succeeded in fashioning 
Jewish subjects who, despite continued antisemitism, were viewed by their peers as more similar 
than different. This is evident in the willingness of many non-Jewish citizens to enter close 
relationships with Soviet Jews. So much so that in the later decades of the Soviet Union, the rate 
of exogenous marriage rose precipitously, with most marriages that included a Jewish partner 
between Jews and non-Jews (Tolts 2009). 
Overview of commonalities among Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants 
The attributes, behavior and practices that Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants hold in 
common, the “‘thin’ Russian-Jewish culture that developed among Soviet Jews over the course 
of seven decades… has specific values—urbanity, education, fear of ‘socialism,’ among others—
and a distinct sense of humor. It is based on experiences shared by Soviet Jews and not by other 
Soviet citizens.” (Gitelman 2016: 5) Education, for example, was both practiced and pursued by 
these Jewish immigrants, who qualified as among the most educated immigrants to both the U.S. 
(Chiswick 2015) and Germany (Gruber and Ruessler, 2002). Parents succeeded in transmitting 
this value effectively as evident in the high rates of degree attainment in the New York City 
study. Two-thirds of young immigrants there, ages 24-32, held a BA or higher (63%), as 
compared with just over half of native whites (54%) (Kasinitz et al. 2008: 137), which amplifies 
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the trend evident in their parents’ generation, where the difference was less pronounce with 53% 
holding BA degree or higher versus 48% of the parents of native whites (46). 
Immigration adds to this list of mundane and taken for granted elements of everyday life 
converted into distinctive social practices. It achieves this by altering the context of practice, 
even as the content remains the same, or even declines. For example, Russian language skill 
transforms into a distinguishing feature as immigrants find themselves in a setting where the 
language in which they are, and until now everyone around them was, fluent is no longer the 
language of the majority. Even as language skills of the 1.5 and later generations deteriorate, as 
illustrated in the next chapter, the continued interest in and practice of Russian serves as a 
cultural resource, one that aids them in cultivating an identity that is distinctive from that of their 
native-born peers. Russian is primarily the language of the home, and so it reinforces the 
relationship with older generations whose integration into the receiving society proceeded more 
slowly, and instilled by extension a persisting sense of difference, even as integration proceeded 
apace. Moreover, while Russian-speakers without any Jewish relations also immigrated to both 
the U.S. and Germany in sizable numbers, on the whole, their settlement patterns, social circles 
and integration into social institutions appears to have differed, at least among the 1.5 and second 
generations. While some interviewees related that they studied with or befriended native-born 
Jewish peers, other Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants typically comprised the bulk of their 
social circle of Russian-speaking contemporaries. Food, similarly, ranks as a commonality whose 
distinctive quality is defined largely by the context of its practice. While certain foods in the 
Soviet Union were identifiably Jewish, as the chapter that follows describes, these characteristics 
were never mentioned during my interviews. The 1.5 and second-generations instead emphasized 
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the predominance of mayonnaise and fish-based dishes in their parents’ cuisine, noting the 
widely used ingredients of the Soviet kitchen. Again, what enables these foods to serve as a 
cultural resource that promotes a self-understanding of difference is the context, as in both 
Germany and the U.S. meat is the more popular ingredient, and mayonnaise is a popular 
condiment in the U.S., but not nearly as central as in Soviet cooking. 
The commonality that 1.5 and second-generation immigrants said represents the most 
significant and consequential difference in practice between them and their native-born peers 
relates to family. They spoke with the most earnestness and presented a multi-layered and 
sophisticated understanding of social dynamics when discussing the relationship between parents 
and children, which contrasted with the often less impassioned and studied remarks regarding 
other commonalities. They asserted that relationships between parents and children in Russian-
speaking culture differed from the ones they encountered in the U.S. and Germany. Children 
were treated with both greater toleration and held to higher expectations, establishing a pattern of 
relationship that facilitated parents and children, and by extension youth and adults, spending 
more time in close proximity together. More than a received skill or instruction, like language or 
recipes, their understanding in this domain was born of both the Soviet and immigration 
experience. Struggling to establish themselves in new country with limited material resources, 
the 1.5 and second generations viewed themselves as partners in their parents’ endeavor, lending 
greater depth and meaning to their ties with older generations. Despite being well into adulthood, 
this commonality continued to influence their decisions about where to live and considerations 
about potential partners and how they might raise their children in ways that they perceive to be 
distinct from those of their native-born peers.  
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Gitelman is correct to question the persistence of cultural differences like language or 
food across generations upon migration, and to label them as instances of ‘thin’ culture. Close 
ties between parents and children stand out against the prevailing individuated culture of 
advanced capitalist liberal democratic countries;58 they are shared among many immigrant 
groups. Moreover, while more substantive and slower to change than other commonalities, 
family also appears vulnerable to diminution and disappearance in the inevitable turn of a 
generation. Family’s installation as the unrivaled heart of social life among Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrants holds some similarities to l’ordine della famiglia of the contadini [peasant] of 
Mezzogiorno that Richard Gambino describes among southern Italian immigrants to the U.S. in 
the first half 20th century. While the Soviet Union and Italy represent different societies, their 
comparison proves instructive. For both few social institutions proved reliable. For Italian 
immigrants, family had evolved into “the real sovereignty of that land, regardless of which 
governments nominally ruled it. Governments and aliens came and went over the centuries,” 
(Gambino 1975: 4) and it was family that assured survival. As a result, “[a]ll other social 
institutions were seen within a spectrum of attitude ranging from indifference to scorn and 
contempt.” (3) The experience of Soviet citizens in general, and Soviet Jews in particular, was 
not as severe, but similar all the same. Single-party rule and enforced political conformity 
hollowed out politics; ineffective economic policy, inefficient productive capacity and an 
economy of scarcity meant the marketplace held little promise; and the devastation of religious 
institutions eliminated this social resource. However, to a degree, some cultural institutions, 
                                                 
58 Studies comparing multiple countries on values endorsements within respective societies group the U.S. and 
Germany close to one another, ranking high on individualism, and Russia as a rather collectivist country (Hofstede, 
G., 1983: 52; Smith, P. B., et al. 1995: 390; Kühnen, U., et al. 2001: 368). 
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educational and athletic ones among them, offered Soviet citizens the means to develop 
individual competence and pursue personal autonomy. The Soviet experience lasted decades, not 
the centuries that Gambino recounts, and as did the bouts of oppression and devastation that 
Soviet Jews experienced as compared with the far longer deprivation and struggle for survival in 
southern Italy. Notwithstanding these differences, the emaciated social landscape that the 
contadini and Soviet Jews faced allocated greater responsibility to the family, and thus cultivated 
strong attachment to the family.  
While there are multiple shared elements of culture to explore among Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrants, I limit the discussion in this chapter and those of commonalities that follow 
to an examination of the family dynamics that interviewees understood to be distinctive, starting 
with their expectations of children socializing with parents, to adults with parents and finally 
adult children living in close proximity to parents. The discussion of language and then of food is 
likewise oriented towards the ways in which they serve to reinforce and develop family ties, 
although they attempt to situate both within a broader context of relevant cultural practices.  
Children in the presence of their parents 
The depth and complexity of these relationships, however, are not explained by the 
immigration experience alone. Russian-speaking cultures conceive of and engage parents and 
children, and more generally adults and youth, differently than is the case in the mainstream 
cultures in Germany and the U.S. The bright lines that separate youth and adult activities in the 
U.S. and to a lesser extent in Germany do not delineate social relationships in Russian-speaking 
cultures. One site to examine these differences is birthday parties, which force parents to 
orchestrate activities for other children as well as their own. Natalya, who emigrated from Ivano-
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Frankivsk in western Ukraine to Germany, related an insightful comparative anatomy of this 
ritual of youth in both cultures. She arrived when she was still a toddler and witnessed many 
birthday celebrations organized by her parents, and her school friends' parents. 
There is simply a cultural difference, that I noticed during my childhood – birthdays. You 
would be invited to birthday parties and German birthday parties would go as follows: 
you were served a slice of cake, along with tea or cola for kids, and then there were some 
chips and eventually a pizza. And after three, maximum four or five hours, would you 
again be expected, that the kids would finally go home, and that all the children would be 
picked up in an orderly manner by their parents and be gone. Everything... according to 
plan. First playtime, then eating, then going home. 'Tschuess' once your parents finally 
arrive, or something along those lines. A Russian birthday goes rather something like 
this: the parents sit down, the whole family really, and the kids run around somewhere; 
everything is there on the table. You first eat the not-sweet foods and then, at the end, 
there is cake. Not the reverse. And everything runs simply like that, everyone does what 
she wants, the kids eating somewhere in another room, the adults are a bit tipsy by around 
eight in the evening, everything is simply very, very comfortable, everyone very 
hospitable. And the birthday ends that way, that the kids are at some point brought to bed 
and the adults just continue to celebrate until early into the morning. A child's birthday 
was a reason for the adults to make a party for themselves. Apart from when my mother 
now, I don't know, decides to celebrate my birthday at the pool or somewhere like that, 
then, it's always more festive, not so structured and organized, but rather, in terms of how 
it feels, it's a party, it is really celebrated. [R117_#01:12.24#] 
 
The contrasting organization of children's birthday parties reflects different social logics. 
German birthday parties in her experience focused heavily on the birthday and the child and 
unfold to an almost formulaic rhythm; those of her family and immigrant friends were 
approached as a party for all. The child's birthday served more as an excuse than the raison d'etre 
to spend time together. Russian-speaking cultures blur the lines between child and adult, whether 
in terms of types of food served, when and where it was served, and where and how each group 
socialized. When each party is examined on its own, the details Natalya relates may seem 
superficial or incidental. However, taken together they illustrate a consistently different rationale 
for why and how families choose to spend their time together. Food and play, whether on the 
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part of children or adults, grease the wheels of socializing. In the immigrant variant, they are in 
supporting roles in the production called a birthday party, an elaborate excuse to spending time 
with family and friends.  Parents are adults looking for an opportunity to socialize with one 
another in the presence of their children. Children are young people who run around in the 
presence of their parents and their friends. They all eat the same food in no special order. 
Everyone is a party-goer, only some are scurrying about the rooms of the apartment while others 
are nestled into the living room couch. The long and meandering course of the evening means 
that there is time for adults to spend with children and without them, and that dedicating specific 
blocks of time for one or the other is of little importance. The German party, as she describes it, 
differs in both its parameters and goal. Contrasting roles and order effect a different air to the 
celebration: The parents organizing the party function to facilitate the children's playtime, and 
the menu in reverse, dessert before dinner, serves to accentuate the difference between an adult- 
and youth-centered event: this is a get-together intended for children alone.  
Natalya's description of birthday parties depicts parents educating their children in a 
different set of norms than those of the U.S. and German mainstream. Inhabiting the same space 
and enjoying each other's company alongside that of others is one aspect that characterizes 
family and adult friendships. While 1.5 and second-generation immigrants have grown up in the 
receiving culture and are sensitive to its norms, their socialization in another set of social rules 
started before and has been ongoing in parallel, in private spaces of their homes and get-
togethers. The product of this parallel socialization, I want to argue, is evident when they are 
adults, in the ease with which they decide to live at home or spend time with their parents as well 
as the satisfaction and comfort that they find in it, echoing the findings of Kasinitz et al. (2008: 
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213). By not subscribing to the mainstream’s model and by practicing and promoting an 
alternative, they underline one way in which they continue to differ. It serves as an expression 
that is recognizable and meaningful to them but is largely inconspicuous and unintelligible to 
others. Native-born Americans and American Jews do not perceive close family ties among 
Russian-speaking Jews as a particular or ethnic practice. It bears none of the easy distinctiveness 
of a Hamentaschen or the ready symbolism of a Yom Kippur fast. When this practice is noticed, 
it is labeled as 'weird', as a marker of deficit, whether the product of material want or evidence of 
their foreign roots. Yet, to informed observers these practices represent a form of commonality, 
and the values and relational dynamics that are muted or missing from the mainstream culture. 
 
The family team: Parents and children  
The closeness of the relationship does not imply unwavering dependence, but rather 
reflects a sense of shared enterprise that was imparted through the immigration experience. Yuri 
arrived in Brooklyn with his parents and grandparents from St. Petersburg at the age of five, but 
the transition into a non-Russian speaking context, and exposure to the mainstream culture, was 
delayed as he attended a largely Russian-speaking school initially. His entry into a public school 
thrust him into a new and markedly different milieu. The transition appears to have left a deep 
impression, as he sent me a follow-up email after our interview, recalling a detail he had omitted 
during the nearly two hours we spoke: 
There was one thing I forgot to mention during the interview and I was hoping you might 
capture it. When I first entered junior high school, the thing that struck me most of all 
about the other kids was their attitude towards money and towards their parents. When 
they would talk about buying something, like Magic cards for example, they would say 
they didn't care about the cost because it was “Their parents' money.” To me, that was a 
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very foreign concept for two reasons. First, I had never had any kind of job and I didn't 
receive an allowance (a very American concept) so all the money was my parents' 
money. Second, I always thought of my family as one team in a sense. It was strange to 
imagine my resources as separate from those of that team. [R225_notes] 
 
Even as a young child, Yuri saw himself as having a role to play. He did not see himself 
as being served or tolerated, but understood himself a member of the team, and asked to share in 
the sacrifice and the endeavor. Membership in the family-as-team intensified his relationship 
with his parents. He was neither a client who could make demands without considering their 
implications for others in his household, nor was he an equal partner, with claims of membership 
that could limit the authority allocated to his parents. Team membership was characterized by his 
responsibility to others. His recognition of this quality in the relationship with his parents 
enabled him to identify that despite his young age he was agentic. He was called upon to abstain-
-from asking, from spending, from complaining. These moments underscored not what he was 
missing, but that he was empowered to aid himself and his family. 
Adult children’s close relationship to their parents 
The close adult-child relationship extends into adulthood as well. Karina moved to Berlin 
from Kiev when she was seven and reflects how differently her expectations are from her non-
immigrant peers when it comes to her parents and grandparents. While she feels at ease in 
German society, she locates a sense of difference between immigrants like herself and the 
mainstream in how they fashion their lives to accommodate and incorporate multiple generations 
living, interacting and benefiting from close proximity to one another. She says: 
German families don’t have the solidarity that we know in our families. By us, the 
grandmother lives at her children’s, so that you have contact with your parents, that you 
treat them in a certain way. The Germans on the whole don’t have that anymore, that’s 
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clear. Grandparents might also watch the grandchildren, or an aunt or someone else. To 
some extent, the Germans don’t have that because they all do their own thing... We are 
really well integrated here, and yet nevertheless we’re not really German in our character. 
Rather our roots or our family play a large role. It has shaped us: that learning is 
important, that education overrides everything else in that it doesn’t matter what you do 
with it, but that you should always be learning, developing, that’s basically the most 
important thing. And, yeah, to maintain a certain standard in one’s approach to life, in 
relating to family and friends, and your loyalty [to them.] [R126 #01:02:37#] 
 
Close relationships that persist over the life course come not only with benefits, like a 
babysitter close at hand, but responsibilities as well. They are at time compelled to act in a 
certain way rather than having the freedom to ‘do their own thing’. This constraint is not limited 
to family, extending to other commonalities, like education, as well. Left unsaid among all 
interviewees is that their grandparents came with them, or shortly before or after. 
Notwithstanding the high levels of education and professional accomplishment of many of the 
immigrants, this was not a purely economic migration. The ease with which older, and at time 
elderly, immigrants could arrive with their children and grandchildren, despite the challenges 
they likely would face in learning the language or securing a job, underscores that the allowances 
made for them had little to do with their individual economic productivity or contribution. 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants could emigrate as family units and benefited from their 
designation as refugees that enabled it. They thereby avoiding a sequential migration, drawn out 
across years, that other immigrants often have to endure.  
The close parent-child relationship extends to other parts of the lives of these young 
immigrants as well.  Boris manages a busy schedule. He started his own practice a year and a 
half before I interviewed him, seeing clients who had suffered injuries or were recovering from 
surgery and needed the services of a skilled therapist. He is an amiable man, nearly thirty at the 
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time of our meeting, who cuts a compact and athletic figure. He has the networking skills and 
eye for an opportunity of an entrepreneur, evident in his enterprising approach to Birthright, a 
program that sponsors one visit to Israel for Jewish, mostly college-aged, young adults. He 
visited Israel not once, but twice with the program, signing-up a dozen other Jewish students 
through his fraternity for a Birthright program with an organizer that offered successful recruiters 
a staff position on a trip. Other times, however, he noted that “I go on vacation with my mom a 
decent amount.” His social circles mirror the diversity of New York City, and he seems to lack 
little in friends or connections with whom to spend his, admittedly limited, free time. His two 
closest friends are Russian-speaking Jews he befriended in elementary school; he remains good 
friends with other members of the track team, mostly African American, during his years at 
Brooklyn Tech, and he still hangs out with his fraternity friends that he made in college. His 
girlfriend at the time was a Chinese-American woman. Yet his mother is often his travel 
companion, or he hers. He shared their experience on a return visit to Odessa, Ukraine, from 
which they emigrated that took place nearly a decade earlier. She had planned the trip not only to 
Odessa, but to visit family friends in Bulgaria and then Kiev and St. Petersburg and he gladly 
joined her [R220_#00:03:16#]. Since college they have traveled together repeatedly, and he 
volunteered without any hesitation or awkwardness that she is his natural travel companion.  
Boris's close relationship with his mother extends beyond trips away and has shaped 
much of how he spends his time day-to-day. He attributes to her the career he now has. When he 
first moved upstate for college, he avoided science courses. They were difficult and he had little 
interest in working in the medical or healthcare field, in which both his parents have worked in 
the decades since arriving. He wanted to major in English to “learn some skills, and get to relax 
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and read books.” Like many college students, he lacked a clear idea of what he wanted to do 
when he graduated. He knew more about what he did not want to do, like demanding 
coursework, than what he did want. But to his mother the connection between his time on 
campus and his career prospects afterward were clear. She imparted to him a crucial piece of 
advice and perspective that he believes will remain with him for “the rest of my life”. He 
remembered: 
She said, you’ve got to do work at some point. So you either do work now while you’re 
in school, do a little bit of work and get a good job, or you can slack off now and then 
work until you are 70 at some minimum wage job. So I figured it’s a good point. So then 
I started thinking about things differently. I started thinking about – I started thinking 
about the value of my time. So like a lot of my friends took a minimal wage job in 
school.  You know, I figured why would I take a minimum wage in school. I figure why 
would I take a minimum wage job, let me just double up on my studies (unv.) and getting 
good grade, and get into a good school. And just borrow the money. So what’s the point 
of working for seven dollars per hour, if later I'll be making whatever 30 or 40. An hour 
is the same hour five years from now, so you might as well just borrow the money and 
then just use the time now to enjoy yourself and study, etc. And then I – I hate paying my 
loans back. [R220_#00:27:25-7#]  
 
Her invocation to apply himself, that “you’ve got to do work at some point”, prompted a 
radical shift in his thinking and reshaped his studies, career choice resonating, through his initial 
years working. He described how he sat down and: 
made a plan my freshman year to go to all the classes and what I would need to take, how 
long it would take me, when I would need to finish by and what the requirements were 
and it all kind of fell into place. I got into schools, I picked the one I wanted. Went there. 
It all kind of followed a nice neat plan.” [R220_#00:28:36#]  
 
With detailed planning, four years of undergraduate study followed by three years of 
graduate school fell into place like a set of dominoes. Once he finished his internship in 
Brooklyn, she urged him to seek a job at a clinic in Manhattan, where the work conditions were 
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better. His school and work record reflect his commitment to her advice. Working harder today 
than he has ever worked, he related, and earning more than he ever expected as well.  
Unlike many other interviewees, his parents had the means for him to leave New York 
City and attend college away from home.59 While others were daunted by the prospect of paying 
back loans when they graduated, he had his mother's encouragement, if perhaps not financial 
support, to do so. He was also able to overcome his parents’ resistance to have him too far away 
that others encountered, in part perhaps because his parents’ relationship had long been tenuous. 
They divorced once he left home for college and, he related,  
[t]hey should have divorced sooner, the only reason they stayed so long was because of 
me and they just wanted both parents to be there while I was growing up, and while I 
went to college there was no more reason so / there was no more reason for them 
together. They are much, much better off this way. You know, they still talk. I wouldn’t 
say they are close friends, but they are friendly enough. [R220_#00:59:50] 
 
Families not only arrived intact but often remained so. The incidence of divorce and 
separation was lower than among other immigrant groups in ISGMNY. Nearly three-quarters 
(74%) of the parents of young Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants in New York City were 
together when they were growing up (ages 6 to 18) as compared with 54% among native whites 
(96). Only Chinese immigrants had a higher rate of intact marriages (79%) significantly higher 
than Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants (p=0.03) and a lower rate of single parent families 
(15% vs. 9%, p=0.02). Notwithstanding the high rate of intact families, the relative ease of 
divorce under Soviet law and the lack of birth control meant single parents are not uncommon in 
post-socialist societies in Eastern and Central Europe. Boris's experience also indicates that 
                                                 
59 ISGMNY: Attendance at CUNY, both two- and four-year colleges, among Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants 
was nearly three times that of native whites (42% vs. 16%, p=0.04). 
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lifetime divorce rates of these emigre couples may be higher. ISGMNY asked respondents about 
their parents' marital status while growing up (96), rather than at the time of the interview. Were 
they to be surveyed again when any siblings would have reached adulthood, the rate might 
appear higher still. 
Kasinitz et al. reason that the fact that they “were more able to stay together may [have 
been due to] their expectation of marriage. Loving, companionate relationships, while desirable, 
may have been less important than establishing a workable partnership for economic stability 
and raising children” (113). The close, substantive and meaningful relationships between 
children and parents related in the interviews excerpted above reflect the warm and familial 
expression of the family-as-team. The realization of this conceptualization of family 
relationships, however, was not always sanguine, as Boris' case illustrates. His family's 
experience underscores the commitment many of these young immigrants witnessed their parents 
demonstrate on an intimate and daily basis. Immigration had raised the stakes for all members of 
the family. Immigration limited their choices in other areas of their lives and they yielded to 
these conditions, a challenging decision whose significance and implications were not lost on the 
children, despite their age.  
Adult children living with their parents 
In interviews conducted for this study, 1.5 and second-generation immigrants repeatedly 
contrasted the close relationship they experienced with their parents with the distant and strained 
relationship they often observed between their native-born peers and their parents. While 
analysts have framed this as a rather common experience among immigrants, an example of 
'second generation advantage' (Kasinitz et al 2008: 21), the marrying of immigrant and native 
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ways of doing things to achieve the best of both worlds, the young immigrants experience it as a 
characteristic that differentiates them from others. Notwithstanding economic and geographic 
factors, Kasinitz et al. find that these youth want to live at home, and even when they move out 
“most of the Russian Jews still lived with or near their parents in New York City” (124). Why? 
Because they like it. While “leaving the parental home is often an important mark of entering 
adulthood in American society” (Kasinitz et al 2008: 21), particularly among middle class young 
adults, young Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants remain at home longer than native whites and 
appear to transition more rapidly into living with a partner. A relatively high proportion of 
Russian-speaking immigrants who were not married or living with a partner were living at home 
(76% as compared with 40% of native whites) at the time of the study.60 Mainstream American 
culture endows special significance to moving out of one’s parent's home, viewing it as far more 
than a geographic or residential change. The sheltering environment of the parental home is 
contrasted with living alone, with peers or a partner, and the keys to the front door serve as a 
public sign of one's maturation and independence. Parents expect their children to leave and 
children want to move out.  
While the economic reality of stagnating wages, student loans and rising rents 
increasingly curtails the plans of many, the alternative strategy of living at home confronts a 
social stigma: living as a dependent at an age when one should mark her independence. 
However, the young adulthood of native-born whites, characterized if increasingly not actualized 
by independent living, does not find resonance among these immigrants. The immigrants come 
                                                 
60 Own analysis of ISGMNY: Limited to respondents who grew-up in metropolitan New York, and among 
immigrants, arrived after 1987. The difference between the groups is significant when controlling for age and 
gender: OR=2.5 (p=0.01). 
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from relatively small families, often being an only child or one of few children, which might 
mean more attention from parents growing up and less competition for space with siblings as 
they get older. Russian-speaking Jews had the highest child-parent ratio (1.3) of all immigrant 
and native-born groups surveyed in the study (Kasinitz 2008: 100), and historically Soviet 
housing shortages often compelled multiple generations to live in the same apartment, yielding a 
familiarity and culture around shared living spaces. 
There are contextual factors in New York as well that encourage this living arrangement. 
Kasinitz et al. note that many young adults of various ethnic, racial and national backgrounds 
choose to live at home. The expensive real estate market in New York City plays a role in such 
decisions, as does an extensive public transport system and commuting culture that shortens and 
normalizes what might otherwise seem like great geographic distances. Moreover, the diversity 
of the city's population, both in terms of income and origin, means that meeting others who 
choose to live at home, for whatever reason, is quite likely. These factors explain why the young 
woman quoted above might continue to live in her parents' home, but not why she might choose 
to do so, let alone assert, with little concern for prevailing norms, that “it's not weird.” It 
indicates the presence of a different cultural logic--the extension of characteristics of the parent-
child relationship associated only with childhood in the mainstream into early adulthood.  
A young woman, Vera, born in the U.S. a few years after her parents arrived from the 
Ukraine in 1992, summarizes the differences in how parent-child relationships are 
conceptualized. She made her way through public schools in southern Brooklyn at times having 
more or fewer Russian-speaking classmates. While she befriended non-immigrant students in the 
past, enrolling at a CUNY college in Manhattan drew her into a more diverse social setting than 
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she had experienced before. She reflected on the ways in which she identifies as Russian and 
differs from American peers, and beyond her increasingly rusty Russian language skills, she 
offered: 
…I just think that as a culture like it's just very different, different like in the sense I 
guess what's, and I don't even wanna say, I don't wanna stereotype and generalize and say 
we have different senses of what's important but I can definitely see a lot of things are 
just very, very different, I can't, unfortunately, pin point what they are but they are 
definitely different, like even as something as stupid and superficial as like the way I treat 
my parents and I can't say that goes for all, you know, just for an example cause I already 
used the American example, I can't say that this goes for all American kids cause I'm sure 
that there are some that are very different but I have overheard some of my American 
friends, the way they talk to their parents, for example, and that's not an example of 
American tradition, that's an example of like bad parents or bad manners but I would just, 
some of the things that I overheard my American friends say to their parents or their 
relationship with their parents is a relationship that I can never have with my parents. My 
parents are my friends but first and foremost they are my parents. A lot of the time with 
my American friends, they're like friends first and then they are authoritative figures. 
With me they're definitely authority figures first and then people that I can come to for 
like, you know, friendship and guidance and blah, blah, blah. [R235_01:18:02.15]  
 
Vera differentiates between types of relationships. In the cultural circles in she was 
raised, parents continue to command respect even as their children enter adulthood. Treating her 
parents like peers is unimaginable as it would undermine the authority that distinguishes their 
social position. Yielding authority to parents does not translate into an adversarial relationship; 
she still views them and turns to them for company and guidance. Nevertheless, the relationship 
is framed by respect and deference, a set of presumptions and expectations about parents that 
substantively changes the nature of the relationship. While she takes pains to avoid generalizing, 
in searching for an example to depict the difference between American and immigrant youth like 
herself, she chooses to highlight the parent-child relationship. Her choice reflects the meaningful 
and significant difference she, and more broadly the Russian-speaking immigrants interviewed in 
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both the NYC-area and Germany, perceive between themselves and their respective 
mainstreams.  
To illustrate the ease and equanimity with which these Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants elect to remain in their childhood home, Kasinitz et al. relate the experience of a 
“Russian Jewish respondent who had returned from a year in Israel happily moved in with her 
parents and planned to stay for some time. Aware that others might think her 'weird,' she stressed 
that staying at home was voluntary and contrasted her experience with the typical 'American' 
family: 
It's free. Nice living conditions and you live with your parents. In our culture, it's like our 
thing. It's not like you're eighteen and you move out... Like American people do it 
different. So it's not like such a burden. And it's not weird that I'm twenty-four and I'm 
living at home or anything like that. If I wanted to, I could move out, but it's fine. I have a 
good relationship with my mother, I like being here with her, knowing her and my 
brother also. We have our independent lives, but it's nice to come home at night 
sometimes with them, and I get enough alone time here” (215-6).  
 
Remaining in the parental home well into early adulthood is a distinctive feature of “our 
culture”, of her Russian-speaking Jewish culture, she asserts. It is not the result of economic 
hardship or a housing shortage, but a choice and cultural marker that finds resonance with her 
peers and her parents' peers.  
Others, like Markus, a young man in his early 20s in Frankfurt who was nearing the end 
of his university studies, are comfortable planning a future living with their parents, only in 
reverse. Rather than living with his parents he hopes that his parents will live with him, and 
suggests he would go to considerable lengths to help achieve this. He reflected on his family's 
arrival from the Baltic states a little over a decade earlier, and noted:  
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...Family for me is the most important thing, because, among other things, we are so 
small a family and have experienced so much together. That is, well, when we arrived 
here we lived in one room together for a year. Yeah, my family, we stick closely together, 
and that's why, I see it as a possibility that I would start working in London, I don't 
preclude that, but what's quite probable is that over the long-term that I coordinate with 
my family, that we live together, and that's likely in Germany, indeed very likely. Where 
exactly, perhaps Munich, Berlin or someplace like that. More probably Munich. 
Koby: So your sister will stay here and your mother will stay here too? 
Markus: Yeah, that is, I don't know exactly how it will look in ten years’ time, but in the 
longer-term perspective, well ten years is a longer term, I think that it will somehow look 
like this: that my mother will simply live with me and my family, in my house or 
something like that, in that direction. It's how it is at some people I know in Canada, in 
Toronto. That how it is. And it's rather idyllic. There's always someone to be with your 
your kids there and you all get along easily with one another. That's how it often works. 
[R133_#01:26:44#] 
 
Living in cramped quarters was a defining characteristic of their arrival. The turmoil prior 
to departure reinforced the sense of their being a “small family” and their achievement in 
“stick[ing] together”. His parents had run a thriving business in the former Soviet Union and then 
his father suddenly walked out on the family. His mother had never had a close relationship with 
her parents, and relations with his father's parents were strained already before they wed. His 
father was Russian by ethnicity and Russian Orthodox by religion, attending church regularly in 
the late 1990, and his parents strongly opposed the marriage. With her social network 
substantially and critically diminished, immigration, a journey just down the Baltic coast, 
emerged as an attractive alternative.  
Their fortunes changed upon arrival in Germany. Markus’ family lived in a cramped 
dormitory along with two other Jewish emigre families, yet he remembers that “it was like a 
fairytale.” They were resettled in a quaint and picturesque town in the middle of the country. 
“That time was for me, when I was a boy,” he reminisced about being on the cusp of his teens at 
12, “a little bit like a vacation.” [R133#00:03:07-5#] The supportive school he attended there, the 
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beautiful setting and the slow pace allowed him to adjust to a new reality. They moved to 
Frankfurt a year and a half later, once his mother had successfully petitioned to relocate to a city 
with a Jewish school. A move without authorization within the first few years after immigration 
would have cost the family their government benefits, but living in a larger city meant better 
chances of finding work, which she did in an emigre business. He worked as well. At 13 he 
found himself a paper route, and a year later he began tutoring, working with 12 students a week. 
When he turned 17, he invested his earnings in a motor scooter, which allowed him to travel 
farther to tutor. His earnings meant he did not have to ask his mother for pocket money, and that 
he could even help out with smaller household expenses likes bus and train tickets for his sister. 
[R133_#01:04:29-0#] Close quarters represented a living arrangement that epitomized familial 
harmony, rather than desperation or loss. Grandma with the grandkids, like the ballast of a ship 
holding it upright during a storm, meant stability in family life when work and other 
commitments might threaten to overwhelm them. He had seen this modeled and wanted it for 
himself.  
Russian-speaking Jewish interviewees in Kasinitz's study, as in mine, recognize the that 
their practice does not conform with the mainstream’s expectations and their practice, but it is 
not a source of tension within their own families. For both Vera and Markus, living with parents 
is not framed in opposition to having an “independent life,” rather it is complementary to it. 
There are times when Vera prefers the company and support of her immediate family, and others 
when she desires “alone time.” Neither Vera nor Markus are in conflict with their parents over  
this arrangement, contrary to the typical American conceptions in which adulthood cannot be 
realized within the confines of one's childhood setting. Their parents are delighted for them to 
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stay close by and they largely enjoy their parents' and family's company. For them, living at 
home does not signal a lack of autonomy or maturity, but an appreciation of the company and 
comfort of family. Their deviation from the mainstream practice reflects more than a greater 
sensitivity to housing prices or a long shadow of multi-generational Soviet housing. Faced with 
competing values – communality versus individuality, dependence upon family versus financial 
independence, parental oversight versus personal autonomy – they choose the former despite the 
mainstream's preference for the latter. Living in their parents’ home or having their parents live 
in theirs thus reflects a complex of strong family ties that have shaped the lives of these 
immigrants and serve as regular reminders of how they differ from their native-born peers, 
whether Jewish or non-Jewish. 
Family as shared difference among immigrants 
Depending on the context, family-centered practices can augment ethnic identity and 
distinctiveness or highlight commonality among different groups that share similar practices, and 
by extension the values and attitudes that motivate them. Family-centered practices can thus also 
serve as a means to connect with others who also value or emphasize them but do not share the 
same ancestry, language or migration experience. Kate, a 26 years old woman whose family left 
Kiev when she was one and moved, after a few months in Vienna and Rome, to Bensonhurst, 
related her experience in relationships that, in part, reflected these dynamics. She described her 
current boyfriend as “half Jewish and half Mexican... half Catholic, half Jewish... [who] was 
raised Jewish and [had] had a Bar Mitzvah[. H]e knew all the songs – you know – and he knew 
all the prayers at Passover. I think he definitely associates with his Jewish side” [R227_ 
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#01:00:59-0#]. She met him at work and had known him for four years at the time of the 
interview. She described what they had in common:   
And a lot of what – you know – what I love about my boyfriend; what connects us is our 
views on life and our views on family and all of that. And I think it’s because of the way 
we’re both raised being Jews.... And also my family is Russian and Jewish; so we are 
very passionate, very loud, very expressive. We have a lot of – I mean, we have very loud 
parties but we also have very loud fights....  And I think especially, my boyfriend 
currently who is Jewish and Mexican also very passionate people. So [we have] a lot 
more common in that sense. [R227_01:03:31-6] 
 
She contrasted that with her prior serious relationship with a man whose family had 
immigrated from China, and like her was part of the 1.5 and second-generations. While they 
shared much, they differed substantively with their expectations and experiences of family: 
And then I think that ending my last relationship, a big part of it – we’d been together for 
a few years and it’s like our core values are so different. It’s like the things that our 
families believed and the way they raised us was so different that we just couldn’t 
change.... So I think initially that’s what really connected us is that both of our parents 
were immigrants; and built their lives from the ground up. And raised us to work really 
hard and break the mold and to go above and beyond. But what was different was; A) he 
was a boy, he is the first born so he was a god in his family’s eyes. And he had two 
sisters, and I could see that his parents treated his sisters very differently..... So he felt 
very entitled to things because of the way he was raised, whereas I never felt entitled to 
anything. You know, I never had the – like 'my mother’s friend is going to get me a job 
here and there'; like, I worked for everything. And so that is eventually what drew us 
apart.... His family was extremely passive aggressive, which I didn’t understand how to 
deal with.... [R227_01:03:31-6] 
 
The overlap in family practice relates also to other ethnic, or more commonly perceived 
as religious, Jewish subgroups. Kate described that as she visited Israel as part of a heritage tour, 
Birthright, that included a celebration of the Jewish Sabbath over the one weekend of the ten-day 
trip: 
I was actually inadvertently informed by my Birthright group and our trip leader that I, 
without my knowledge – that my family had been basically celebrating or acknowledging 
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Shabbos for a really long time. We were sharing stories, and they really stressed the 
whole idea like there’s no such thing as a bad Jew and all that. And so I realized that 
growing up until I went to school, went to college, Friday night was the night that you 
didn't go out with friends. And my stepbrothers would come over; because they didn’t 
live with us. And the whole family would be home and we would like – it was like 
customary; always had to do some sort of takeout, like Chinese or pizza and that was the 
big family dinner. And then just watch movies or something. So – and I think our trip 
leader on Birthright was like, that’s – I mean, that’s Shabbos – like you were resting and 
reflecting. [R227_00:55:44] 
 
The inadvertent nature of Kate's long-running celebration of the Sabbath dramatizes the 
overlap between traditional Jewish observance and the practices of Russian-speaking cultures. A 
similar social logic motivates both: sharing time and space with family and friends on a regular 
basis not only reinforces a sense of together-ness, but also of distinctiveness, and that her family 
was doing something her peers were not. Due to immigration family-centered practices have 
acquired salience; location has added a layer of meaning to these practices. What was 
commonplace for her parents' generation acquires salience for their children, whose frame of 
reference is the mainstream German or American culture through school, literature and 
television. Kate’s surprise at realizing that her family’s practice was shared with traditional and 
observant native-born Jews, and not just other immigrants, underscores that a cultural resource 
that cultivates a sense of distinction can emerge absent the recognizable combination of the 
candles, wine and challah of a traditional Sabbath evening and the signaling power of religious 
rituals.  
Conclusion 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrant youth do more than merely tolerate sleeping in their 
childhood bedroom as young adults; they seek their parents' and immediate family's company 
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and counsel as well. They live, rather than just reside there, including their parents and 
immediate family in their challenges and successes, the exceptional and the everyday. 
Transpiring in living rooms, over phone calls and on vacation trips, this family-centered practice 
lacks the visibility or easy identification of distinctive religious rituals. Close parent-child 
relationships constitute a cultural practice whose perhaps most noticeable manifestation appears 
in housing choices. While outsiders might respond with curiosity or disdain when hearing Vera 
or her peers quoted above, assuming that it is foremost a response to an expensive real estate 
market or a squeamish young adult unsure of broaching an independent life, those who can 
identify the shared practice, recognize it as a marker of commonality, and a platform for a shared 
identity.  
A shared practice of cultivating and tending to close parent-child and adult-child 
relationships acquires a new, meaningful significance to Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants as 
they cross cultural and national boundaries. They discover that they differ from both their fellow 
Jews and from the mainstream, and they recognize the benefits and pride they draw from their 
group’s values and adherence to them. However, its significance should not be overstated either. 
Family-centered practices are common among many immigrant and traditional native-born 
groups, and represent a sensibility that circulates widely, even if not universally practiced, in the 
mainstream. They represent a cultural resource that need not imply a concomitant rise in 
preference for or rate of endogenous marriage among these immigrants. Their flexible character, 
as described in this chapter, highlights their location far from 'bright boundaries', and their 
capacity to reinforce the ethnic identity of these young immigrants without compromising or 
impinging upon their sense of belonging to the mainstream. As Kate’s experience illustrates, 
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while family-centered practices may serve as a marker of difference for 1.5 and second-
generation Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, they can also function as a bridge, making 
visible values and practices common among people of different ethnic and religious 
backgrounds. Gitelman’s critique of ‘thin culture’ centers on this characteristic of deeming close 
family ties a veritable commonality. Their capacity for distinctiveness is not secure, relying on 
contexts and conditions that can easily change within a generation, let alone across generations. 
Nevertheless, young immigrants experience these family relationships, obligations and 
expectations as anything but ‘thin’. They offer meaning to their lives as individuals, children and 





Chapter 5: Commonality and Language 
  
Introduction 
Language ranks among the most salient and capacious markers of group identity. In an 
instant it reveals the existence of a social boundary by virtue of one’s ability to understand what 
is said or written. It can represent a rudimentary form of differentiation, a means to exchange 
information, or it can serve as a sophisticated carrier of the history, values and ideals that 
distinguish a group. Whether children were instructed in Russian, if at all, depended both on 
parents’ intentions and efforts as well as their children’s receptiveness and participation. Most 
families set out to teach their children both the Russian language and its culture, as Nelly Elias 
and Dafna Lemish found in their study of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants in Israel. In the 
end, however, most “parents tended to abandon rather than advance their attempts to transmit 
Russian cultural knowledge to their children and limited themselves to imparting the Russian 
language… This meant that they relinquished content that included cultural knowledge necessary 
for creating a shared cultural heritage, such as literature, classic Russian films and historical 
television programmes” (2008: 28). Instead they focused their efforts on “systematically 
impart[ing] knowledge in Russian beyond the basic vocabulary necessary for everyday 
communication” (ibid). Parents attempted to assume a task that a network of social institutions 
and actors, like schools, media, friends and neighbors, otherwise undertook, and, most could not 
replicate these efforts alone. Not surprisingly, what Elias and Lemish report in Israeli appears 
largely true in the U.S. and Germany as well. While many 1.5 and second-generation 
interviewees reported proficiency and even fluency in spoken Russian, most spoke of it as a 
communications tool, rather than a portal into another place, past, or way of being. 
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Fluency in the host society’s language signals immigrants’ ability and interest in 
participating in and contributing to the social institutions of their new home. Educational 
institutions, with increasing intensity, expose 1.5 and second-generation immigrants to the host 
society’s language and culture. The vast majority of those interviewed attended public 
elementary and secondary schools that offered limited, if any, opportunities to advance their 
Russian language skills. While for those settling in enclaves like Brighton Beach or 
Charlottenburg, Russian adorned the neighborhood shops and streets, the settlement pattern of 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants of the 1.5 and second-generations varied. In New York 
City, data from the New York Second Generation Study (ISGMNY) indicates that just over half 
identified zip codes in heavily Russian-speaking neighborhoods (e.g., Brighton Beach, 
Bensonhurst, Sheepshead Bay, Rego Park) as those where they lived in the longest.61 But that 
means as well that half of the Russian-speaking Jewish settlement was in neighborhoods where 
they did not represent as visible and audible a presence. In Germany, only a minority of 
immigrants arrived early enough to settle in Berlin, and just a subset of them made 
Charlottenburg home. Often enough there was encouragement also within the home to prefer 
English or German to Russian. The New York City second-generation study found that two-
thirds of the Russian-speaking Jewish respondents spoke English at home when they were 
growing up (Kasinitz et al. 2008: 244).  
With time, proficiency in and use of immigrants’ native language typically decline. For 
many of the 1.5 and second-generations, Russian was the language of their childhood, and its 
primary domain growing up was the home. Many young people in the second-generation study 
                                                 
61 Analysis is my own, using lzip (zipcode variable): "Neighborhood Lived Longest Zip".  
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in New York City reported that they spoke Russian only to grandparents, who often could not 
understand English well, if at all. However, as their contact with their grandparents waned their 
Russian-language skills did as well (ibid: 248). Among those interviewed for this study, about 
four in five in both Germany and the U.S. said they speak Russian. In Germany, about half of 
interviewees said they could read Russian, while in the U.S. about a third said so. Fewer still 
reported writing skills in Russian. As noted below, Russian language skills appeared to be 
stronger among interviewees in Germany. While self-reported language skills are highly 
contextual and subjective, better evidence of stronger skills among interviewees in Germany is 
evident in their educational and career developments. About one in five interviewees in Germany 
reported that Russian-language skills were central to their school or professional work. Several 
interviewees majored in Russian language and literature (Slavistic) completing, as was typical in 
Germany until recently, a master’s degree in the field. Others worked in journalism or consulting 
covering developments in the former Soviet Union. In the U.S., just a handful of interviewees 
indicated that they used Russian in their professional work, and these all worked for Jewish 
communal organizations. The distribution of skills among interviewees enabled me to speak both 
with those with strong Russian language skills, and an appreciation for language as a carrier of 
culture, as well as with those whose Russian language skills were weak or insignficant, or 
anywhere in between. 
Immigrants face choices that native speakers are not able or compelled to make. In 
immigrating they need to acquire another language and culture. Immigrants of the 1.5 and 
second-generations slide with relative ease, as compared with their adult parents and 
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grandparents, between languages and cultures, and transition from being masters of one to 
masters of another, with some even succeeding in mastering both. 
 
Russian: The language of childhood and a language of adulthood 
The ascendancy of German and English among these young immigrants is reinforced by 
factors typical of refugee populations. Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants left the former 
Soviet Union with no plans to return. In the interviews conducted for this study, few reported 
visiting their cities of origin in the decades since emigration, and a number reported that their 
parents actively dissuaded them from considering doing so for a summer or semester abroad. 
Similarly, few reported having family that remained in the former Soviet Union and emphasized 
instead relatives who had moved to the U.S., German, Israel, Canada or Australia. And while the 
older generations support an array of print media and cable services that feature Russian-
language channels, hardly any of the 1.5 and second-generation interviewees reported reading, 
viewing or listening to Russian-language media regularly. New Year’s programs, viewed with 
their parents and grandparents before they left to celebrate the new year with friends, were the 
most commonly noted exposure. Finally, young immigrants faced another barrier in learning 
Russian: linguistically it is a more complex language than either of the host country languages, 
requiring more time and commitment to learn and maintain (Kasinitz et al. 2008: 246). 
There are, as always, exceptions to the rule. Some of those interviewed attended 
specialized schools that offered language courses in Russian, like an elementary school and a 
gymnasium in the former East Berlin or Orthodox yeshivot aimed to attract new immigrants or 
the secular, private Dolphin school in New York City. But they represented the minority and 
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most often did not persist beyond middle school. Post-secondary educational experiences offered 
even fewer such opportunities, although again with a few exceptions like those majoring in 
Slavic studies or choosing to do research on Russian-speaking immigrants. For a small number 
of interviewees, predominantly in Germany, Russian-language skills helped shape their 
professional training and work. I caught one interviewee between consulting engagements in 
Russia, where he parlayed his language and cultural skills into a career in this business niche. 
Another more recently secured a post as the Moscow correspondent for a major German weekly, 
after several years of freelance positions. And a number of the young, religious immigrants I met 
in Berlin related that their Russian skills improved once they started learning in the Lauder 
Yeshiva, where Russian was the dominant language of conversation as many students and 
community members were older and more recent immigrants.  
In Germany, I met young immigrants who reported reading Russian literature, messaging 
in Russian, using the Russian equivalent of Facebook (VKontakte, although often because its 
leniency towards copyrights made it an ideal source of pirated content), or, as noted above, 
parlaying their language skills and cultural competencies into careers. These latter cases do not 
represent the majority of interviewees in Germany; however, such experiences and behaviors 
were almost entirely absent among the U.S. interviewees. In addition, in Germany parents and 
grandparents were more likely to remain unemployed in the years after arrival and integrated into 
the labor market much more slowly, offering them fewer opportunity to learn and improve their 




The interaction of length of settlement with density of settlement in relation to Russian 
language skills in this study is instructive. On the one hand, we might expect that longer 
residence in the receiving country results in attenuated Russian language skills, while on the 
other increased interaction with co-ethnics in ethnic neighborhoods, and places with dense 
settlement patterns, would reinforce their Russian skills. In my study, while many New York 
City interviewees lived in neighborhoods where Russian was prevalent, overall, interviewees in 
Germany, where the pattern of settlement was far more dispersed, reported better Russian 
language skills. This finding reflects other research among immigrant youth. Portes and Rumbaut 
report in the Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Study (CILS) (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001: 
124) that length of settlement was most influential in determining linguistic preferences. Cuban 
Americans preferred English despite having access to bilingual education, while Mexican 
Americans preferred Spanish despite greater contact with the mainstream society. The Kasinitz 
et al. second-generation study largely controls for the role of geography, given that the study is 
confined to New York City, but illustrates the effect of age of migration. While a majority of 
respondents still rated their own speaking ability quite well, the age at which they arrived related 
to how they rated their own skills. Nine in ten (91%) of those who came after age 6 said they 
speak Russian well, compared to 77 percent of those born in the U.S. (2008: 245). 
The number of years in the receiving country appears to play the determinative role 
among the interviewees in this study as well. Interviewees in the U.S. arrived earlier than those 
in Germany, and thus, among those born in the (former) Soviet Union, have been living in the 
receiving society longer than their German peers (US: 22 years vs. DE: 17 years). As other 
studies have found, “[w]ith longer residence, there was both greater national language 
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proficiency and greater usage, and lower ethnic language proficiency and lower usage.” (Berry et 
al., 2006: 93-4) Longer residence in the receiving context has two implications: youth have spent 
fewer years in Russian-speaking, primary school settings than their peers who arrived later, and 
more years with the receiving country’s language. Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants to 
Germany typically had entered elementary school before emigrating and were on average nearly 
eight years old upon arrival as compared with interviewees in New York City who were about 
six years of age. Less time in instructionally intensive settings like schools likely proves even 
more consequential for a linguistically complex language like Russian. 
Finally, Germany’s geographical nearness to Russian-speaking countries results in more 
opportunities to interact with people and things related to the former Soviet Union. For example, 
newsworthy developments in Russia or other former Soviet republics appeared more likely to be 
reported upon in German-language media, and Russian tourists and exchange students arrive in 
more sizable numbers in Berlin’s shopping districts and universities than in New York’s. These 
chance encounters with contemporary Russia or Ukraine do not necessarily serve to reinforce 
Russian-language skills, but rather illustrate the relevance of the 1.5 and second-generations’ 
foreign language skills to their lives outside of the home.   
 
Family setting and language learning 
The home served as the principal setting in which young immigrants learned and 
maintained their Russian language skills. The presence of grandparents often created conditions 
that required the practice and use of Russian. Sarah, who was born in the U.S. to Jewish 
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immigrants from Kiev and had just started college, illustrated how her grandparents continued to 
shape the linguistic environment at home. 
Koby:      Do you speak Russian with your friends? 
Sarah:     Sometimes yeah. 
Koby:      But mainly English? 
Sarah:     Mainly. I mean, I speak Russian with my grandparents because they don't really 
understand English [01:58:01.12]… My mom, I mean, she speaks English most of the 
time to me but, you know, she wants to make some sort of, sometimes jokes she tries to 
make that only come out in Russian, she'll only do it like that. [R238] 
 
Vlad arrived as a toddler from Kiev to Brooklyn and absorbed English easily and almost 
immediately. In his case too, his grandparents, rather than his parents, were the primary 
conversation partners in Russian at home and they prompted him to continue speaking it. He 
notes his accented speech in Russian and in doing so underscores the limited, domestic context in 
which he used Russian.  
Koby:       Did you go to a Russian-speaking kindergarten? #00:33:10-1#  
Vlad:      No, I was at a regular American [kindergarten], they actually thought that I was 
English speaking… I think right away I started watching English cartoons and TV. 
Koby:       But did your parents think to send you to on a Russian speaking nursery? 
Vlad:      I don't know what their considerations were for that. They never did but at home 
we'd only speak Russian really with my grandparents. They always like to remind me that 
my Russian was better then than it is now, because I've developed an accent.  [R222 
#00:33:45-0#] 
 
The self-expression that a rich repertoire of language can offer, as Sarah above shares in 
relation to her mother, often outstrips their facility in the language. Even those who spoke 
Russian more often, with their parents as well as grandparents, realized their skills were limited 
to specific contexts and contacts. Boris who emigrated from Odessa to NYC when he was four 
describes the quality of his Russian language skills. 
Koby:  Who do you speak Russian with? 
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Boris:  My mom, grandma, dad. 
Koby:  Always in Russian with your parents or sometimes in English?  #00:33:27-8#  
Boris:  Sometimes in English. My Russian isn’t great and I would say that my Russian is 
like an elementary school kid. I can get by. I can have a regular conversation in Russian. 
If you were a Russian speaker you could tell that – you would think that I’m either 
retarded or it’s – it’s just not high-quality Russian. If I’m just talking about what I did, 
you know, or what’s for dinner I can be fine with that. I don’t understand puns, figures of 
speech, jokes fly over my head. I can’t – I’m pretty much illiterate. I can kind of read 
phonetically, but not enough to actually pick up a book and read it. So, my Russian is not 
great. 
Koby:  And you don’t write in Russian? 
Boris:  No, I do not. I took a class in Russian for Russians in college, and it was the 
worst grade I ever got. I got a C- in that grade. It was early in the morning and I had no 
patience for Russian then. [R220] 
 
Karina, who moved to Berlin from Kiev when she was seven, said as well that she felt 
her Russian language skills were lacking.  
Koby:  Do you speak in German or in Russian? 
Karina: German. Mainly in German. 
Koby:  And with your parents? 
Karina: In Russian. 
Koby:  Russian. 
Karina: Yeah, when I can’t express myself [in Russian], I speak in German, because in 
Russian I make so many mistakes that my parents joked about it for the rest of the day. 
And they’ll just laugh at me, because I still have, to some extent, an accent [when 
speaking Russian], and sometimes it’s so very funny and they don’t let me forget it. And 
so, if it’s important I say it in German, not Russian. [R126#01:02:37#] 
 
David arrived in Brooklyn at age 4 from St. Petersburg with his parents, brother and 
grandparents, although, as discussed in chapter 7, they maintained a limited presence in his life. 
Despite having many friends of a similar background, he notes that English was the default 
language of conversation: 
David:  [I had] a number of Russian friends in PS 99 and a whole bunch in Morrow[, a 
public high school in Brooklyn], yeah. They were like me, though, […and] a lot of them 
were born here. I have a lot of Russian born, [and] American-born Russian friends. 
Koby: And you guys spoke in English, in Russian? 
David:  English, for sure. 
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Koby: And they were your closest friends? 
David:  Yeah. [R219_#00:59:58#]  
 
In Germany, Russian was the shared language of the home in nearly all cases. As was the 
case in the U.S., the configuration of family members affected which languages were spoken, 
although in Germany interviewees would mention their parents, rather than just grandparents, as 
the motivation, reflecting the different social and economic conditions there. George who 
immigrated at the age of 10 from Dneperpetrovsk, Ukraine, and lived in Dresden and then 
Leipzig, both in the east of the country, explained the dynamic in his home. 
Koby:  When you are home, do you and your family speak in Russian? 
George: It depends. Most of the time I speak in Russian with my grandparents or with 
my mother. With my father and sister is sometimes this and sometimes that, because we 
can speak both languages. 
Koby:  Why do you speak with your father in German? 
George: It’s always something that just happens, you know. 
Koby:  Okay 
George: And when we’re watching a movie in German, then we talk in German. When 
we’re in the middle of speaking with my grandparents, then we speak in Russian…. I’d 
say my mother speaks Russian more often than German, when she speaks it at all. She 
has more contact with Russian[-speakers]. 
Koby:  And your father has more German-speaking ones? 
George: My father’s is mixed, largely because of his work. 
Koby:  Where does your mother work? In a Russian-speaking office? 
George: It is Russian-speaking, though you also need to know German… She speaks in 
both languages [there]. [R130#0:40:36 5#] 
 
The range of language skills in Germany among the 1.5 and second-generations appears 
broader than in the U.S. While the skills of interviewees in the U.S. were often limited to 
speaking, those in Germany listed reading and writing skills as well. Erik was among the early 
immigrants, arriving in Karlsruhe in the southwestern German state of Baden Württemberg from 
Moscow in 1991, when he was 3 years old. His family lived there for nearly a decade before his 
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father’s work led them to relocate to Berlin. He mentioned that he speaks Russian with his 
parents at home, but that  
Koby:  Do you still speak Russian at home?  
Erik: I do speak still Russian there, yes. 
Koby:  With your parents? 
Erik: Yes, with my parents? 
Koby:  Do they insist that you speak Russian with them at home? 
Erik: For me, it’s really easier to speak in German. I would almost say that for me it’s 
perhaps easier even to speak in English than in Russian. Nevertheless, I understand 
everything that is said in Russian. And I can actually relate everything that I’d like to say 
[in Russian]. 
Koby:  … and do you read in Russian? 
Erik: Earlier I read in Russian, but in the meanwhile I read very little. Too little time 
simply. 
Koby:  Okay. And what did you used to read? Was it news online…? 
Erik: No, no. I read books in Russian, novels. [R113#00:39:11-0#] 
 
Notably I encountered very few interviewees whose reading in Russian included 
contemporary media, and they were largely researchers or journalists whose work focused on 
that part of the world. They did not express a sufficiently sustained and intense interest in 
following ongoing developments in the former Soviet Union, and typically did not trust the 
independence or veracity of news sources based in Russia. Laura, who came at the age of eight 
from Moscow to Berlin, lived in the eastern side of the city, where she was able to enroll in a 
specialized high school (Gymnasium) that offered a Russian-language track. A potpourri of 
students from former Eastern Bloc countries, like Bulgaria, Poland, Hungary and Armenia, along 
with a handful of Jewish immigrants like herself, created a diverse climate alongside the majority 
native-born student body. The resulting learning environment was “fantastic” she recalled, with 
the focus on academics motivating her to excel. When she continued studying Russian in college, 
she encountered more people like herself. She said: 
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Laura: Of course, I’ve also forgotten that when I started studying in college, Russian and 
German [were my major], and so I got to know people, Jewish people, with whom I’m 
still friends with, who also studied Russian and so it’s all related, they were all like me, 
coming more or less in the same wave of immigration. [R119 #00:32:33-4#] 
 
Majoring in Russian, perhaps not surprisingly, led Laura to meet more Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrants like herself. Laura, in fact, continued her studies in the area and pursued a 
doctorate that included research in Russian. While Laura is exceptional in the Russian language 
training she received in secondary school and her interest in pursuing the topic in graduate 
school, her stronger and broader set of language skills generally reflect those of 1.5 and second-
generation immigrants in Germany that I interviewed, as compared with their peers in the U.S. In 
Germany, the later age upon emigration, the fewer years since immigration, the greater 
frequency in which they reported using Russian with family and friends, as well as the greater 
opportunities to study Russian, in secondary and post-secondary educational institutions62 all 
sustain usage and interest in the language, even as they obtained fluency, completed their 
education and worked in German. 
 
Not everyone spoke Russian at home 
 While Russian was spoken in the home in nearly all cases, a few outlier cases 
serve as exceptions to the rule. I found them only among the U.S. interviewees, illustrating the 
broader trend I observed: the prevalence of weaker skills among young immigrants to the U.S., 
                                                 
62 The smaller number of universities in Germany than the U.S. (n=121 ‘conventional’ (non-technical) universities: 
https://www.research-in-germany.org/en/infoservice/newsletter/newsletter-2016/may-2016/399-universities-in-
germany.html) and the relatively large number that include Slavic Studies departments (n=30: 
http://www.slavistenverband.de/Links.html), illustrates the continued interest and support of literature and language 
departments in the German university system. 
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as described above. In part these exceptional cases reflect the variation present in all social 
experiences even in learning a basic skill like language. In the first case, Ksenya, who arrived in 
Brooklyn from Minsk at three years of age, on a child’s whim adopted an oppositional attitude 
towards her parents’ efforts. She relates that, “They tried to get me to learn to read in Russian but 
I, basically, as soon as I learned English, I stopped speaking Russian and I would refuse. 
My mother had an alphabet book [in Cyrillic], an azbuka, she tried to sit down with me to 
have me learn my letters and I was saying no, refused to, refused to speak to them in 
Russian, I'd only answer back in English and then in my later years in high school I 
actually wanted to know Russian. I realized, there was this one moment when I called my 
friend's house, her mother picks up the phone and she speaks and I knew that she only 
really spoke Russian and so I asked if my friend was at home and she said no. And later 
my friend told me that apparently she was about to yell at me because I didn't use a 
familiar form to her and then she listened to me go on and realized that I was just not 
speaking even remotely correctly. And she just laughed at me instead. So, I actually, I do 
want to read in Russian, I did want to communicate in Russian, so I started to better 
myself, better my Russian in high school and in college I took Russian classes. 
Koby:         Okay. Did you start talking to your parents in Russian then? 
Ksenya:       I tried, my mother, sometimes she just says 'Just say it in English'.  
Koby:         On the day to day topics, were they speaking to you in Russian? 
Ksenya:       Yes, they tend to, they were attempting to speak to me in Russian, I would 
respond in English.  
Koby:         What, so did you, today do you read in Russian? 
Ksenya:      I read much better than I speak it.  
Koby:         Okay.  
Ksenya:      My Russian waxes and wanes. Depending on how much I speak and how 
much I use it and so if you and I were to start speaking now, I would sound like an utter 
moron but in 24 hours if we'd still, if I'd still be speaking exclusively Russian I would be 
approaching more correct usage of grammar, appropriate declinations and better 
pronunciation as well. So, like I said... 
Koby:         Why do you think you, as a kid, like, once you knew English you decided, 
you must have known English very quickly, you came so young... 
Ksenya:      I did, I'd learned it within a few months or a few weeks. I think what it was is 
that I was contrary and stubborn, I just... 
Koby:         Okay. 
Ksenya:      Anytime anyone especially an adult, but anytime anyone tells me to do 
something I immediately wish to do the opposite. So, there's that aspect as well. I really 
don't know what my reasoning was expect that I just didn't want to do what my parents 




Ksenya is a sophisticated thinker and a bright student, who secured admission into elite 
colleges, such that her capacity for learning more than one language would not seem to have 
been the cause. The rebuke she suffers from a friend’s mother proves memorable. Notably, what 
triggers a strong reaction from her friend’s mother was not related to vocabulary or grammar, 
despite the poor state of her language skills, but rather her violation of norms, namely the use of 
the familiar form of address, and disrespect it implies, to someone substantially older and not 
part of her family. As she matured, she relented and began to learn Russian. By the time I 
interviewed her she had some facility in Russian, not unlike many of the other 1.5 second-
generation interviewees in the U.S., but the path she followed was notably different. 
The second case involves Victor, who immigrated to the U.S. as a toddler from central 
Russia. His parents moved to Brighton Beach in Brooklyn and enrolled him in a local public 
school. Unsettled by the challenges his older brother faced in learning English initially, they 
endeavored to speak to him in English, despite it being a new language they were learning 
themselves. He shared the following experience: 
Victor:       The first school that I went to, yeah. I went to PS 100, there was pre-k 
program there that I went to. I remember my brother almost failing his first year, that's 
actually one of the reasons I've, I have a really heavy accent when I speak Russian 
because my parents tried to make sure that I don't speak Russian at home because, in the 
beginning we only spoke Russian at home, but then my brother almost failed his first 
class, his first grade cause he didn't speak English and so, they were scared for me and so 
they tried to force me to always speak English and that's why my brother can speak 
fluently in Russian and I have an accent now.  
Koby:         I get it. 
Victor:       Damn it. [Laughing] 
Koby:        Does he, how's your brother's English? Accent wise? 
Victor:       He can do both, yeah. 
Koby:        And has, is it just your accent or is it your grammar also weaker? 
Victor:       It's all weaker. I understand it fine but in terms of speaking it, I was always 
taught to speak in English. 
Koby:        And today do you speak with your parents in English or Russian? 
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Victor:       In English at this point. Russian would be too difficult for me. [Laughing] 
Koby:        But when you [visit in Russia do you] speak with your grandmother... 
Victor:       In Russian, I have to. They make fun of me but yeah… I'm known as the most 
American one in my family, apparently. 
Koby:        Is that in terms of the language or also in terms of like the demeanor, the 
culture, that aspect? 
Victor:       I think it's mostly the language because, yeah, the thing is, it's not like they 
see, yeah, they just have an issue with my language, that's it. [R236#00:16:13.12] 
 
Victor’s case stands out in many regards – he has a grandmother still in Russia, whom he 
has visited, and we learn of his tense family relations in another chapter (see chapter 8). Even so, 
his parents’ concern about whether a bilingual upbringing will hinder his success with English is 
a common one. Victor’s brother acquired fluency in English only after some delay, as one would 
expect among young children raised in a multilingual setting, and his parents appear to over-
correct when he enters school. Cases like Victor’s and Ksenya’s, of children raised in a language 
other than Russian, particularly when both parents were immigrants, are notable in part because 
they demonstrate how exceptional circumstances, like the whimsy of a child or parents’ 
excessive concern, shape young immigrants’ skills and experience. 
 
The language connection 
With few exceptions, interviewees noted the benefits of speaking Russian. Some saw it as 
an unexpected bonus in the lottery of life. an unearned gift.  Rosa, who moved from Kishinev, 
Moldova to Berlin at the age of just a few months, remarked “I find it cool that I can speak  
Russian, although I haven’t had to do very much [to learn it]. It’s easy for me. I notice 
now when I want to learn a new language how hard it is, and that it’s a gift to be able to 
learn a language so easily just because your parent could speak it. And so, for example, 
my grandma, she can still speak Rumanian. I think to myself, what if she had also spoken 
Rumanian with me, I could speak yet another language. But that didn’t happen and I 
think the problem is, I don’t know if I know this language [Russian] well enough to teach 
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it to my children. Then I think I would fall back on the grandparents, because it’s simply 
a kind of gift to be able to learn a language. And some say that bilingualism perhaps 
disadvantages a child, because the child can speak neither this language nor the other 
well, which I simply find to be foolish. Of course, I can only speak Russian with some 
difficulty, but it’s all the same. I can speak it nonetheless. For me what’s important is that 
I learn it. It’s simply neat to be able to speak another language… [R111#02:03:15-5#] 
 
For others, like Isaac whose family arrived in Berlin from a city in central Russia when 
he was 10 years old, speaking Russian represents a connection to a rich cultural tradition. He said 
that before they emigrated, “[w]e sold our library. Every sensible Russian family had a huge 
library at home.  
And I remember this huge library as a child. It seemed huge to me, and then at some 
point it wasn’t there any longer. I wouldn’t describe my family as being part of an 
intellectual milieu. It was a good, average Soviet [bürgerliche sowjetische] family, but 
nonetheless I was surrounded by books. There were no deep political conversations about 
art, culture or politics, but everyone read, and they emphasized education. [R118 
#00:27:02#] 
 
Starting at a young age, Isaac absorbed a vein of the Russian tradition through books. 
Literature represented an interest that he pursued through college. He found, not surprisingly, the 
greatest resonance in the work of immigrant authors. He said, “of course I understand it entirely, 
that I feel a sense of solidarity to the land in which I was born, and where I once lived. 
For example, I like what concerns culture, cultural values that literature plays a role in 
diffusing. And so, I’ve noticed that I most like Russian literature [authored] by 
immigrants.  Nabakov or Davlatov are by far the most famous examples. [Vladimir] 
Kaminer [a Russian-speaking Jewish immigrant author who lives in Germany and writes 
in German] is not an author that I like, but I can relate a lot more to his work than I can 
with contemporary Russian authors. [R118 #00:20:09#] 
 
Russian represented a tie that binds the future and past. Many noted that having a 
Russian-speaking spouse or teaching Russian to their current or planned children was 
advantageous as it would facilitate communication and a closer relationship between a spouse 
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and in-laws or a child and grandparents. Kasinitz et al. also noted that “many young people did 
not want to separate the family by having grandchildren who could not speak with their 
grandparents or by marrying someone who could not speak to or understand their in-laws” 
(2008: 249). Nesteruk & Marks (2009) underline the same concern in their work, noting that 
“[t]he ability to speak the native language is extremely important because it allows children to 
communicate with their grandparents and extended family.” (86) Eva, who moved from Kiev to 
Berlin at the age of 11, expresses this most eloquently. She explains that “we are raising 
[our daughter] bilingual. I speak a lot of Russian with her and [my husband (who is 
German)] is learning Russian as well. It’s not easy. I mean in comparison to Germany, 
it’s actually the most beautiful thing in Russian culture is the close relationship between 
people, between family members. What family means and this cohesiveness, to be 
together, to eat together. I find that it’s a beautiful thing that somehow isn't present in 
Germany to the same degree. It’s perhaps also a commonality among Russian and Jewish 
families, that the family table and coming together are always important. I would very 
much like to relate that to [my daughter] along the way. [And] I want to travel with her. I 
want to go to Kiev next year and show her the homes of her grandparents and great-
grandparents. This beautiful, rural life that there is in Ukraine, which is still extremely 
rural. Ukraine is a riven country, but it probably also has the warmest people that you’ll 
find in the former Eastern bloc. It’s a beautiful character trait. She should also see that. 
Then she can decide what’s good about it and what’s not. [laughs] [R147#00:17:34#] 
  
 In just a few instances, young immigrants felt that Russian represented neither a 
prize nor a present, and expressed ambivalence or disinterest in the language and, implicitly, 
what it represented. Although few in number they shared a few notable characteristics. I 
encountered them only in the U.S. and only among those who had adopted Jewish religious 
practice in line with Orthodoxy. Not all Orthodox interviews in the U.S. – and none of those in 
Germany – viewed Russian as superfluous; hence, it appears not that their religious practice or 
belief required them to do so. Rather, religion, and the tradition, culture, and language that it 
made available to them, rivaled and successfully displaced Russian as a conduit for identification 
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and a connection to a broader community. Regina arrived from Minsk to Elizabeth, New Jersey 
at the age of 4. She speaks Russian with her family, but she cautioned “my Russian is only as 
good as –  
that I'm able to speak to my family, I wouldn't go to a business meeting and speak 
Russian because I'd just make a fool out of myself. There's some formalities that I'm not, 
that don't come, like first nature to me, because Russians have this thing where you have 
to ask to be on, not on a first name basis but not to speak to each other in a formal way. 
You have like 'Oh, do you mind speaking not formally?'. I'm not used to that at all, so, 
like for me when I meet a Russian, my first reaction is… [to use the informal] and I’ve 
kind of gotten into a trouble a couple of times. [Laughing] [R211# 00:26:00] 
 
She was initially enrolled in Modern Orthodox yeshiva in New Jersey, and even once her 
parents divorced, and moved to Brooklyn, she remained there. Her education from primary 
school and onward was within religious institutions, and she took to it, initiating much of the 
religious practice at home, like having her mother introduce kosher dietary restrictions at home 
so that she could have friends over from school. Although there were few immigrant students, 
her high school offered Russian as a foreign language elective. However, it did not capture her 
imagination the way other ‘Jewish languages’ had. Her boyfriend, who received a more religious 
upbringing, learned Yiddish in school. She told ,e: 
Regina:  I don't particularly connect to being a Russian speaker, I don't think that 
there's necessarily a value to it[…] I think there's more of a value learning Yiddish, let's 
say, because I think that there's something like sweet about that language that it was 
created, it's, you know, it's like, it goes, I like struggle with it because it goes both ways. 
It's like, you know, why didn't we just speak like Hebrew, you know, or whatever it is, 
like why did we have to, whatever—but it's definitely a cultural thing. 
Koby:  Have you ever, do you know people who speak Yiddish? 
Regina: My boyfriend actually grew up, he grew up like learning Yiddish, he 
learned Gemarah [Talmud] in Yiddish, whatever, like that kind of thing… He definitely 
considers himself more on the Yeshivish side but I do, there was something that I, I found 
very interesting that he knew it and I thought it was like a very, I was impressed actually 




Misha immigrated with his mother from Minsk to Brooklyn when he was 11. While 
waiting for the city bus to school each morning, he became acquainted with a man who 
suggested he attend a religious, Jewish summer camp. The camp met multiple needs: for Misha it 
offered an escape from the city that his mother could otherwise not afford, and for his mother, a 
single parent, it provided a daycare solution as she was getting her bearings in the workforce. He 
would later attend a yeshiva and developed a dense network of friends and acquaintances eager 
to help. He embraced the opportunity and was active and engaged in religious life when I 
interviewed him. He remarked that his remaining affinity for Russian largely was “Russian 
endearments, endearing way of calling somebody. Chavuchka. Malkushka my younger daughter  
and Avramchik. [JO: Italics added.] You know, I do say that, sometimes I don’t. I’m not 
sure how intentionally I do it.  And sometimes I do like that type of thing, but I don’t see 
an importance in it. 
Koby: Okay.  
Misha: I just do it because that’s part of me a little bit you know. 
Koby: But when your kids are were smaller...when you tell them bedtime stories. 
Misha: Yeah. 
Koby: You are not telling them stories that your mom told you growing up. 
Misha: Right. 
Koby: Sort of Russian fairytales?  
Misha: Right. And my mother brings them Russian books with the Russian fairytales.  
Koby: So she is the one who does that? 
Misha: Right. She tries that and it’s kind of annoys me because it’s not something that 
they will be able relate to, because, you know, these are not the stories they are going to 
hear anywhere else. Which is a good thing in a way. In a way, it’s going to be strange, 
it’s going to be interesting for them; they won’t be able to talk about it with their friends, 
you know this is about the fairytale or what not.  So I don’t see how that will help them 
out culturally or any other way. 
Koby: Okay. 
Misha: So I don’t why she has a strong urge to push that towards them but I feel bad that 
she, you know, but I don’t care about it you know, what I mean? 
Koby: Does she feel bad that you don’t speak with them in Russian? 
Misha: Yes. She feels bad that they are not speaking Russian.  
Koby: Why?  
Misha: She says because it’s always good to know another language but it’s probably 
because she want to be able to relate to them more.  
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Koby: Why don’t you want them to know Russian?  
Misha: It’s not that I don’t want to.  
Koby: Right. 
Misha: I’m just like neutral towards it.  
Koby: Okay. 
Misha: I don’t care if they know it fine. 
Koby: If they learn it from her that’s great?  
Misha: Yeah.  
Koby: But. 
Misha: I’m not going to put any effort and you know, help them learn it or anything. 
Koby: But it’s not a priority for you? 
Misha: No. 
Koby: Do you guys speak Hebrew at home?  
Misha: Not at all. 
Koby: They learn Hebrew in school? 
Misha: They learn, I mean, they learn Hebrew, right?  The thing that I feel even worse 
that I do feel bad about is Yiddish – as opposed to them not knowing Russian.   
Koby: Okay. 
Misha: Because I mean it’s been the Jewish language for so many centuries and they are 
not going to have it – that I feel bad about. 
Koby: And you don’t speak to them in Yiddish or? 
Misha: No. 
Koby: Are you going to send them to yeshiva or school that teaches Yiddish? 
Misha: No, because I don’t relate – I mean, no. I don’t live in that [Hasidic, Yiddish-
speaking] culture.63  [R204# #01:50:24-2#] 
 
Both Misha and Regina are conflicted about how to represent a connection to culture, 
community and history. They speak warmly about Jewish languages other than Russian and 
identify Yiddish as the language of religious study and history, seeking to nurture their 
relationship with religious culture. They attempt, at least rhetorically, to distance themselves 
from Russian, and the secularism they believe it represents. In coupling their attraction towards 
Yiddish with their ambivalence towards Russian, they relate that they are motivated not only by 
a desire to enter into a new cultural community, but by their interest in distancing themselves 
                                                 
63 He lives instead in an Orthodox non-Hasidic, English-speaking community. 
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from another. Importantly, the forced choice between languages and culture that they imply is 
not shared by many other religious Russian-speakers. However, in situating themselves in 
relation to multiple languages and cultural affinities (other than English) with which they could 
lay claim, they express most clearly that language may serve as much more than a means of 
communication. Their reflection on, and perhaps even rejection of, their first, albeit not most 
fluent, language articulates most explicitly what other immigrant peers, who embrace, celebrate 
and even identify with Russian, experience as well. That is, language also represents a way of 
being, and a communing with others who share similar values, goals and aspirations. Their 
choice of Yiddish and Hebrew is elective as they could take part in these religious communities 
in English as well. The decision both to adopt a language over which they lack linguistic fluency, 
and to prize it more than the language with which they grew up underscores that here language 
does not serve only a communicative function. They instead view language as a conveyor of the 
very many commonalities intimately bound up in the bundles of words we use to transact, 
express our feelings and share our hopes and fears. Misha and Regina’s interviews allow us to 
discern the complexity of language in shaping experiences of belonging because they are 
outliers, deviating from the choices and behaviors of the majority of their peers. Qualitative 
research equips analysts to leverage cases that run against the grain to achieve a clearer and 
deeper understanding of the social mechanisms at play. 
 
Conclusion 
The story of language use among the 1.5 and second-generations is multifaceted. Use of 
Russian among the 1.5 and second-generations both within the U.S. and Germany and across the 
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two national contexts varies. To many, Russian is the language of the parents and childhood, a 
skill at which they are no longer adept or one whose use is confined to the home setting, often for 
the express purpose of communicating with family members, notably elderly ones. Russian 
language use relates to an experience and expectation of familial solidarity and togetherness. 
Russian language skills amplify and reinforce familial connections, expanding and deepening 
relationships across generations. They function in a supporting role for another form of 
commonality as much as they might represent their own. Only for a minority of the immigrants 
in this study does Russian language use also relate to its rich heritage of literature and the arts. 
Living in the U.S. or Germany, absent the daily need to speak Russian or encounter the 
culture it negotiates, Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants of the 1.5 and second-generations can 
select the most attractive and beneficial elements of the cultural tradition represented and 
transmitted through the language. Proficiency and even fluency in Russian language are viewed 
by many of those interviewed as a gift, an advantage bestowed by the lottery of life. Russian 
constitutes a discrete skill and differentiates them from their peers. For most it functions as a 
mere communications tools, with few exceptions, largely in Germany, of those who have 
leveraged it into educational and career opportunities. A chapter investigating language use can 
focus on group commonalities rather than educational or occupational attainment, because 
language serve a barrier for them in integrating into the receiving society. They neither 
experience persisting challenges in learning English or German or suffer stigmatiation for their 
familiarity with or fluency in Russian. Similar to what Portes and Rumbaut note more broadly in 
their study, any lack of bilingualism on the part of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants of the 
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1.5 and second-generations is due to the attenuation of the language of the sending country rather 
than a deficiency in that of the receiving country (2001: 127). 
Russian language expresses a distinguishing group characteristic most notably in its 
relationship to family. It represents a values orientation that these 1.5 and second-generation 
immigrants perceive as different from their native-born peers. It also shapes their behaviors in 
ways that are not inconsequential, perhaps best represented by their “second generation 
advantage”, a concept which Kasinitz et al. introduce in their New York City study (2008: 15) in 
describing, for example, Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants’ readiness to live at home while 
their native-born peers only grudgingly accept it due to financial constraints. The reprisal of a 
discussion of family as a primary commonality among Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants 
reflects its centrality among their shared practices and illustrates the ways in which these 





Chapter 6: Commonality and Food 
 
Introduction 
Brunching on blinis instead of blintzes or serving a fish salad with a dollop of mayo at a 
family dinner represents more than a passing deviation from the mainstream's menu. It is a 
beachhead of a distinctive sensibility towards the social possibilities of the foods with which the 
1.5 and second-generations were raised. What immigrant families modeled for their youngest 
members was not recipes, but more importantly how food can function. They understand the 
potential of food served around a table as a facilitator for conversation, conviviality and 
connection, which emerge in the presence of others if time and space allow. They come equipped 
not only with a sophisticated understanding of what kinship relations can be, but also how to 
cultivate the depth and enjoyment of those ties, even in the face of dislocation and disruption. 
Russian-speaking cultures offer a validated, alternative, and in their mind, superior approach to 
relating to family and friends, where being an unmarried adult does not contradict living at home 
or where youths socializing does not exclude adults from doing the same. These examples 
represent durable and substantive understandings of how social life is, or should be, organized 
and are evidenced in small and large decisions that Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants of the 
1.5 and second-generations make. These understandings often run counter to the mainstream's 
expectations of what it means to be a respectable, autonomous individual. The organization and 
expectation of social relations among these immigrants reflect not only their different national 




Food as a facilitator of family socializing 
 Interactions surrounding food are often social and convivial. Sharing food 
displays care for others' welfare, and consuming food in their presence represents a moment of 
otherwise avoidable vulnerability. Yet, while food can compel people to come together, as few 
can procure and prepare food without the aid of others, what happens in those moments is not 
prescribed. Food offers an outlet that potentially provides enjoyment or consolation, but nothing 
requires it to be so. Socializing over food can yield exchanges that draw out over hours, or small 
talk can quickly peter out once the entree has made its rounds. Members of the 1.5 and second-
generations are raised with an awareness that food's potency is derived from how it facilitates 
relationships and identification, that the conditions it creates endow those moments with an 
intimacy that, under other conditions, requires more effort to achieve.   
While the parents of the 1.5 and second-generations are more likely to spend time with 
people who spoke the same language, once young immigrants are enrolled in school, their social 
circles suddenly became immensely diverse, adding native-born and immigrant peers from other 
countries. However, the tenor of the social gatherings described in interviews evinces the 
qualities of Soviet friendship and convivial dining of the older generation. Rosa, who moved 
from Kishinev, Moldova to Berlin at the age of just a few months, found that whenever they “did 
anything Jewish it was always with the family. And you got this feeling that  
whatever you were doing was particularly nice, even when you don’t really know what 
why, even when you’re not so religious – it’s simply fun to bake Hamentaschen [cookies 
traditionally associated with the holiday of Purim] or it’s also that – I was in kindergarten 
and it makes for one of those memories related to childhood, and spring, and perhaps 




Wrapped up with the filling in this small, three-cornered cookie is an array of memories 
and associations. The ethnic practice, of holiday cooking, is meaningful because of the 
connections she draws to her childhood and family, rather than religious rituals or history. The 
traditional pastry serves as a portal through which we may view the ways her family expressed 
and celebrated their ethnic attachment and family relations. Baking traditional foods does not 
necessarily yield family comity and pleasant memories. Rather, food offered them the 
opportunity to do things together as a family and cultivate joy in the presence of one another. 
Ethnic food followed the pattern of ethnic attachment generally; it was practiced, “always with 
the family.” Inwardly directed, ethnic food functions to reinforce family as a commonality 
among Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants rather than Jewish co-ethnics more broadly. 
Tonya, a young woman in her mid-20s who had largely grown up in Queens after her 
family moved from Chelyabinsk in the Ural Mountains to NYC in late 1991 when she was four 
years old, offered a typical characterization:  
Well, let me put it this way, I definitely think that it is highly emphasized in my family, 
like any time we get together, it's gonna be a lot of sitting around the table and like 
screaming over each other and like, you know, I mean like whatever, like a big, long 
meal that everybody has a hand in preparing and then everybody shares it.... I think that 
it's a uniquely un-American experience in some ways but I don't know that it's uniquely 
Russian experience because, you know, in France people do the same thing and, you 
know, from what I've studied North Africans, and they do the same thing. I think it 
extends across all cultures, except for some reason Americans. [R210_01:42:01.06] 
 
Tonya readily acknowledges that expansive and unfolding dining routines are not 
exclusively the domain of Russian-speaking cultures. She relishes living in upper Manhattan in a 
neighborhood with many Dominican neighbors precisely because they share a similar sensibility. 
The games of dominoes played on card tables on the sidewalk and the summer cook-outs in 
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which Dominicans warmly include her are places she finds herself at home. They are all forms of 
spending time with others, a skill and sensibility honed throughout her childhood. That she views 
these experiences are “uniquely un-American,” underlines the social distance that Russian-
speaking cultures still maintain from the American mainstream. That others, whether North 
Africans or Dominican, feel themselves similarly distant from their respective cultural 
mainstreams in this regard does not diminish the salience of the practice for her, as their 
reference group is not one another but that of the majority culture. She vividly recounts how 
much American sensibilities differ from her own in her description of Thanksgiving celebrations, 
relating: 
I've actually often, and my family too, we've remarked – because we've been invited to 
Thanksgiving and stuff like this but [to] non-Russian people obviously – that what 
Americans will do is that they will cook a meal for like six hours or ten hours, like they'll 
spend all this time cooking the meal and then they'll sit down and eat it in five minutes 
and then like all retreat to watch football and nap, which we found very weird... I mean, 
we like to sit around the table, Russian people with the vodka and like the, you know, 
first appetizers and then the main spreads, soup, whatever. [R210_01:40:03.23] 
Thanksgiving, the most American holiday on the calendar at once both heightens the 
contrast and promises to close the gap. The relentless focus on food on Thanksgiving, and 
American foods in particular like turkey, cranberry, pumpkins and yams, and the considerable 
time invested in planning the menu, assembling materials and preparing the meal create 
conditions for a distinctive experience. And indeed, it is – for Americans. Few other holidays 
draw family from near and far, provoke such an extravagant menu or elicit such warmth and 
sentimentality. Yet even at one of its most expansive expressions, American meals differ 
substantively from those in Russian-speaking cultures, and in ways that these immigrants, 
however young, recognize with ease. To them food facilitates interaction, with the hours of 
preparations enabling all present to engage with one another and multiple courses serving as 
228 
 
way-stations for the conversation. In the American variant, when viewed through Tonya's eyes, 
the relationship appears reversed. Food stands at the center of the event, and once it has been 
consumed the locus of activity shifts elsewhere, often the television screen. The division between 
food and play is reminiscent of the birthday party Natalya described in Chapter 4, in which food 
is circumscribed to particular moments in the celebration, rather than as a facilitator of social 
interactions employed throughout the afternoon or evening. Food can make it easier for those 
present to identify with and reflect upon their shared commonalities.  It can bring together people 
with similar tastes, habits and customs to undertake ethnic practices together and to cultivate and 
reinforce an ethnic identity.  
 
Food as inconspicuous form of distinctiveness 
The relative ease with which a take-out dinner can become a distinctive practice can also 
operate in reverse. Tonya, who described her Thanksgiving experiences, shares her experience 
with urban food cultures. Interests that young adults like her have developed, as well as the 
realities of city life, have led them towards practices that have much in common with her story 
from her childhood: 
I guess people have always been having dinner parties or whatever, I don't know, but I 
feel that's almost, at least for my friends, that's a preferred thing to do but I think it's also 
because there's a building interest in food and where food is sourced from and all of this 
stuff – and in making good food. Also, because it's cost-prohibitive for a lot of my friends 
to go out to restaurants all the time, right, nobody's supporting that in New York City, 





Among her circle of friends, she finds shared meals becoming more accepted and 
expected. Food creates a setting in which people can enjoy each other's presence, can have 'face-
time', something that connects her both to her family and peers: 
I think [big, long meals are present in other] cultures, except for some reason Americans', 
which as a family we've always thought ['well,] that's like really weird'....  I would say 
that, yeah, my generation, at least my peers, they like it. I mean, we like, we like that. We 
like to sit around, we like to talk and I don't think necessarily that like everybody wants a 
night out at the club all the time, you know. People also want to sit around and have face-
time with people. Because it's harder now too to have face-time, right? I think so. That's 
probably also a part of what makes it so special, is that it's really this one-on-one sort of 
face-time... I mean, at least, like among my friends, I know that most of them don't have 
that experience in their homes but I think that because of that they really seek that 
experience out socially, because it's just so pleasant. So, yeah... I agree that that is a very 
Russian thing but I think that that might be changing. [R210_01:42:01.06] 
 
Tonya's conclusion supports Gitelman's arguments about the ease with which 'thin' ethnic 
practices lose their distinctiveness. How distinctive Russian-speaking immigrant communities 
remain, how successful they are in relating distinctive ways of thinking, feeling and doing to 
their children, how durable those cultural features prove to be over time, and whether they can 
sustain an ethnic identity all remain to be seen. However, an exclusive focus on the viability of 
ethnic practices perpetuating across generations makes it easy for us to overlook how 
inconspicuous practices succeed in relating to younger immigrants’ different sensibilities and 
identity despite their lack of 'thick' characteristics whose ritual or linguistic distinctiveness make 
them identifiable to outsiders.  
Food, shared meals and shared space are all inputs in considerations related to family for 
Jon, another 1.5 generation immigrant to New York City. He arrived in Brooklyn at the age of 
eight; Jon came from a small city in eastern Ukraine. In high school, his principal was familiar 
with a small liberal arts college in the Northeast and steered him there. He finished his BA and 
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later MBA and, with some pluck, landed a job at a leading consulting firm. After a few years, 
however, he grew bored with the “two-dimensional” work that was limited to the computer 
screen. Ambitious and entrepreneurial, he left the field and started a firm of his own that by the 
time we spoke employed dozens of employees. His wife, an American Jewish woman, held a 
senior position at a local non-profit, and they both had busy schedules, which limited their time 
at home. In explaining the differences between his family and those of native-born Americans, 
he interlaces food, family and space in the excerpt below from our interview: 
Koby: Okay. Initially you said American, which from my perspective kind of made 
sense. Why [do you now describe yourself as] Russian-American? 
Jon: Because I speak Russian too. I’m not purely American, I’m Russian, I’m 
European-American. 
Koby: Okay, what’s the European part? 
Jon: The European aspect is – look, I don’t have an affinity for Russia, I don’t feel like 
Russian is my homeland, I don’t give two shits about Russia, they don’t care about us. 
My European mentality is very different from ‘American’ mentality… the American 
mentality is very different. The Americans need to order food all the time, they can’t 
make their own sandwich, they’re not self-sufficient, they’re stupid when it comes to 
debt. We’ve never had money so we’re careful with it – and we’re family oriented…. I 
live in a house, a 5000 square foot house, me and my wife occupy the 3rd floor, my 
parents occupy the 1st floor and we have a house next door that’s renting right now but 
eventually my brother will probably move in if he and his wife overcome their 
stupidities… But the point is, it’s a family unit. That’s the logic.  
Koby:  And you want your parents to be on the first floor? 
R: I want my parents next to my son. I want them next to me. I want to be able to come 
home after a long day and talk to them. My wife needs to be able to know she can go into 
their fridge and cook... I don’t cook. My wife doesn’t cook. My nanny cooks once in a 
while, and my parents cook. The point is, it’s very simple, it’s my job to protect my 
parents till they get older. It’s my job and my brother’s job. And as a family we 
understand what that is, the four of us came to the United States and we’ll work together.  
[R232#0:35:00#] 
 
Jon describes food preparation as both concrete and symbolic. He and his wife find little 
time to cook. The task is allocated to his parents, who live together with them, offering one more 
way through which to integrate them into his and his family’s life. Cooking also functions as a 
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ready contrast to the aspects of American culture, like fast food and debt, that he disdains as they 
express a lack of self-sufficiency. Unwinding with his parents at the end of a long day over a 
meal they prepared for him and his wife and child, does not preclude this. In fact, it represents 
the fulfillment of his responsibilities in his family. Like the house they live in together, they are a 
“family unit,” and his definition of ‘self’ is not limited to himself as an individual, but appears to 
include them, as well as his brother and his family. The immigration experience serves as a 
touchstone in his dealing with money, food and family; the crucible that forged an understanding 
of who he is and for whom he is responsible. While the force of that experience shaped him in 
still noticeable and meaningful ways, it is not one he could easily, or would willingly, replicate 
for his son. Tellingly, he invokes ‘Russian’ only as a rhetorical aid in contrasting his sensibilities 
and practices to those of the American mainstream. For him it does not represent a tradition or 
heritage that can serve as a continued source of pride and attachment. He and his wife maintain 
busy professional lives while still enjoying home cooking, because their exceptional success 
allows them a nanny and a spacious home that can easily accommodate his parents. The lifestyle 
they model is as American as it is ‘European,’ if not more so, offering their son a varied, but 
unsteady – or in Gitelman’s terms – thin foundation of distinctive practice. Outside of the 
framing of immigration, as Tonya, above, describes, many “[p]eople also want to sit around and 
have face-time with people.” 
 
Talking around food and family, and the Soviet Jewish experience 
In many respects, food and friendship were more closely bound in the lives of Soviet 
citizen than for those in the West. In the former Soviet Union, food facilitated meetings with 
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friends “clustered around the kitchen table almost every evening.... 'We would drink, but not so 
much, eat terrible kolbasa [sausage] and bread, and talk the whole of the night'” (Markowitz 
1993: 98). Food was more than the grease of nightly gatherings. Friends compensated for the 
material constraints of living in an economy of shortage as “personal ties remain[ed] the route to 
goods because often there is nothing in the store to buy” (101). Friendship itself was a more 
complex construct, serving as an adjunct to an often inadequate and repressive state that 
dominated most channels assigned to provide for the needs of its citizenry. “These relationships 
provide[d] individuals with everything the state apparatus lacks or constrains: emotional support, 
material support, and, perhaps most important, the opportunity to display one's true personality” 
(94). The confluence of political, material and psycho-social forces fashioned friendships that 
were more “intense, for they [were] the only areas in which people can be whole selves, 
individuals with particular joys, needs and grievances” (ibid). Conditions in the Soviet Union 
cultivated dimensions, depth and dependence to friendships that they neither required nor likely 
could sustain in the West. Markowitz contrasts the intimate and closed circle of Soviet 
friendships to the more varied and specialized nature of them in the West, where personal 
networks are comprised of friends with interests that differ from one another, enabling 
individuals to express and share different aspects of themselves with each (Fischer (1982) cited 
in Markowitz:103). 
Much can be said about the distinctiveness of Jewish foods in a Soviet context, the sweet 
and sour taste of meat-stuffed cabbage rolls, “a combination that has no place in Russian cuisine” 
(Nakhimovsky 2006: 65), or the mincing, mixing and chopping that makes gefilte fish, herring 
and kugel distinctive even when they draw on the same set of food stuffs available to non-Jews 
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(74). Jewish foods in the Soviet Union were recognizable by their forms and flavors, but to Jews 
from elsewhere their presentation may well have seemed foreign. Foods that in traditional Jewish 
communities elsewhere are associated with Sabbath celebrations or the Jewish new year 
appeared instead on other dates on the calendar, “served at family gatherings like birthdays and 
Soviet political holidays” (Nakhimovsky 2006: 68). The purges and anti-religious campaigns in 
the early decades of the Soviet Union effectively displaced religious institutions, traditions and 
knowledge but left foods identifiably Jewish, but no longer part of a constellation of symbols and 
celebration that framed Jewish observance (Shternshis 2010). For example, Alice Nakhinovsky 
notes that Jewish foods in the Soviet Union rarely adhered to kosher guidelines. Stuffed cabbage 
represents an exception in the absence of “the otherwise ubiquitous sour cream” (67), but 
otherwise meat and milk were liberally mixed.  Matzo represents another exception that proves 
the rule in its regular appearance around Passover. But this occurred in large part because in 
many communities matzo continued to be baked and distributed during the Soviet period.  
Despite being stripped of much of their traditional ritual and symbolic attachment, Jewish 
foods and Jewish settings were revivified by Soviet Jews by embedding them into social 
configurations over which Soviet Jews had greater control. “Those who partook [in meals that 
featured these dishes] understood the symbolic meaning (‘this is a Jewish food, a family food, 
not for outsiders’) and took it either as a sign of intimacy or – particularly among young people – 
as a pretext for embarrassment in the later decades of the Soviet Union” (68). The Soviet 
experience shifted the locus of attention from the symbol to its audience. It was not just that the 
foods – how and what Soviet Jews prepared – signaled a specific and ethnic attachment to those 
around the table, but that those assembled the table were ones to whom these signals were 
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meaningful. Thus, Jewish foods became symbols not of the time of year, but of who had 
gathered. 
Fran Markowitz pursued a similar argument in her analysis of the lives and networks of 
Soviet Jewish emigres in New York City on the eve of the collapse of the Soviet Union. The 
religious institutions, community centers and social service agencies that formed the institutional 
skeleton of the American Jewish community, institutions through which they express their 
Jewishness largely through affiliation, did not resonate with these immigrants, veterans of a 
society that compelled affiliation with parties, youth movements and unions. Instead, they 
fashioned their own community through conversation or 'talk' as Markowitz labels it. “Talk 
provides individuals with social grounding... Talk molds community... and brings groupwide 
values into stark relief” (1993: 255-256). “In the course of conversation,” she writes, “people 
come to see, in an objectified sense, who they are and how, if they so choose, they can bring 
their self-images and expectations into line with those of others.” (255). Talk is a utilitarian 
rather than ideological means of crafting commonality among a group that is “geographically 
scattered, economically differentiated, occupationally diverse, and Americanized to varying 
degrees... Without these conversations, the otherwise amorphous category, Soviet Jewish 
immigrants, would remain just that; talk makes them a community” (256). Talk was how these 
immigrants collaboratively worked through who they were and how the experience of settlement 
in a new country had affected them. It was a practice shared across a diverse set of immigrants, 
rather than an outcome common to them all that fashion them into a group. Talk, for all of its 
importance to immigrants, proved largely inconspicuous as an institutionalized practice, rather 
than just a pastime, to Jewish communal leaders. Its inconspicuousness is evident in Markowitz's 
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contribution, innovative and revealing in its argument, despite its publication two decades after 
the start of the immigration. 
The cultivation of family relations among 1.5 and second-generation immigrants 
illustrated in this chapter constitutes a more limited practice than Markowitz's 'talk'. It hinges on 
cross-generational rather than intra-generational dynamics and draws its identity-shaping force 
from its contrast with the practice of others, specifically non-immigrants, rather than by 
substantively shaping or remolding values of the old and new context. Moreover, talk is limited 
to one or two domains, family and adult-youth relations, serving as a means or forum through 
which to work through a wide assortment of cultural challenges and transitions that immigrants, 
particularly older, faced. Talk’s focus on family relations and intra-ethnic relations, moreover, 
aids in understanding why for all of its significance to these young immigrants it is largely 
without consequence in their relationships with native-born peers and the American or German 
mainstream more broadly. 
 
Conclusion 
Immigration re-frames established practices, setting them in a new context in which it 
acquires contrast and significance.  Commonality as a measure of practice and belief offers an 
approach more able to capture salient elements of these immigrants' experience. The degree to 
which an attitude, practice or behavior is shared is not defined solely by the 'thickness' of the 
common culture, but also by whom it is practiced with. The barriers to entry implied by 'thick' 
culture, the years necessary to learn a language or acquire a system of belief, yield co-ethnics as 
one's natural company, and hence involve not only symbols and meanings held in common, but a 
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shared experience as well. However, as this chapter illustrates shared experiences can be 
generated in the absence of 'thick' culture, yielding an inconspicuous, but important resource in 
the development of a distinctive group identity. 
A focus on the family is not unique to Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants' practices. 
For Tonya, the appeal of Jewish holidays is that they “are about the family and togetherness and 
that's really important to me...” [R210_01:30:00]. These are the similar qualities she observed in 
France among those of North African origin or in her own neighborhood among her Dominican 
neighbors. Russian-speaking cultures are not without their own recipes, toasts and roasts, but 
removed from the political and cultural context of the Soviet Union or its successor states, their 
most salient feature in both the U.S. and Germany is an emphasis on family and conviviality. 
Through food, the 1.5 and second-generations have learned the art of savoring the unfolding of 
time in the presence of others. In addition, it amplifies the experience of spending time with 
family, reinforcing, alongside Russian-language skills, the shared value of close family ties that 
they experience as distinctive from their native-born peers. Yet the desire to spend time with 
others, whether family or only friends, is universal. Russian-speaking Jewish culture provides 
immigrants with a conceptual vocabulary, and practical experience in actualizing it, but not 




Chapter 7: Connectedness and Family 
 
Introduction 
Interactions among group members cultivate familiarity, affinity, and solidarity. Lacking 
connections with people who share that identity yields an inherently limited experience of an 
identity, bereft of a direct social dimension. Connectedness is the term Brubaker and Cooper use 
to describe the interpersonal element of identity, a reformulation of “what [Charles] Tilly called 
‘netness’”. Connectedness helps us identify a location where the intersection of the material and 
cultural, the individual and structural is experienced. “‘[C]onnectedness’ [denotes] the relational 
ties that link people” (Brubaker & Cooper 2000: 19), which like Tilly’s work, and before that 
Harrison White’s, defines network relations as a chain of people linked to one another, whether 
directly or indirectly. This element of identity represents only the interrelation of members of a 
network. They need not have anything in common nor regard themselves as members of the 
same group, which would qualify as commonality or groupness.64 For example, attendees at a 
wedding might not hold anything in common, although they all share some relationship with the 
bride and groom. Fans of a sports team and other similarly mass-scaled collectives might share a 
sense of group affiliation but lack interpersonal ties with one another. Yet, attendees at a sporting 
event, regardless of the team for which they are rooting, if any in fact, constitute a set of network 
relations like that of the wedding, which ‘connectedness’ describes. Connectedness in this 
                                                 
64 Comparing this with the classic formulations of social category and social group is useful. A shared attribute 
among individuals that is perceptible to an observer, but not meaningful to the individuals is a social category 
(Merton & Kitt 1950). Gender or immigration status are examples of such a perceived grouping. Purported members 
of the group have no sense of connection to one another. Were they to, we might refer to it as a social group. 
Connectedness is similar to a social category in that the connection between individuals may be spurious, but it 
differs in that connectedness is purposed as an element of group identity (e.g. perceived membership in a social 
group), rather than the unsupported assertion of one. 
238 
 
formulation differs from identification with an ‘imagined community’ or a shared categorical 
membership as both lack the requirement of an interpersonal connection. In Tilly’s formulation, 
institutions result from network relations that emerge among people who hold a shared 
categorical membership. Merging the two elements in one word, ‘catnet’ summarized in its 
formulation the conjunction and interdependence of these factors, however awkward the word. 
Connectedness represents only the ‘netness’ half of this amalgam, lacking shared membership, 
knowledge or experience. 
Despite appearances of loose or ephemeral connections between attendees, that a set of 
individuals congregate at a sporting or lifecycle event is anything but a random coincidence. The 
context of the gathering is key in determining whether it translates into connectedness. More 
than being friends of the bride and groom, they are attendees at their wedding. The co-incidence 
of these individuals, gathering for and at an event extends a link directly between people, 
however distant or dissimilar they may otherwise be from one another. This network serves as a 
base layer onto which commonality can be adhered and whose edges groupness may finish, 
hemming and demarcating group boundaries; it creates the potential to extend the interpersonal 
connection beyond the present moment. Brubaker and Cooper caution against an expansive 
understanding of connectedness’ role in identity construction. In such instances where the force 
of a passing experience of an event forges the perception of relatedness despite the absence of a 
previously existing set of interpersonal connections, we should give credence to these 
expressions of group identity only if they prove durable. (Brubaker 2004: 12). 
While social capital and connectedness differ dramatically in their approach to social 
connections, contrasting them may aid us in understanding where best to apply connectedness to 
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research. Social capital constitutes a complex social good that is fundamentally “embodied in 
relations among persons” (Coleman 1988: 118). It relies not only on the presence of certain 
social relations, but on the quality of these relations, like the reciprocal expectations and 
obligations between members, whether weak, strong or somewhere in between. Social 
institutions reinforce and reproduce these characteristics of interpersonal ties, and in this way, 
play an important role in cultivating and disseminating social capital. These institutions rely on 
social closure to operate, drawing boundaries that enable it to set expectation of its members and 
make demands of them (114). Connectedness seeks to describe only the tie relating individuals 
to one another, rather than the social role implied or demanded by it, or the costs or benefits that 
may accrue from undertaking it. It suits Brubaker and Cooper well as their conceptualization of 
group identity deemphasizes institutions. 
Juxtaposing social capital and connectedness directs our attention to the social domain in 
which the potential and potency of social capital is greater: the family (106). When parents have 
membership in multiple groups outside of the family, like religious, educational or recreational 
ones, they extend the resources available to them in socializing their youth. A multiplex social 
relation results where overlapping and multiple social roles create a complex relational web and 
serve to amplify the accrual of social capital (114). Migration places greater demands on parents 
as it upsets the latticework of connections and support that they have in place in the sending 
context. In the receiving context, they have fewer contacts, resources and less familiarity with 
the language and culture, and are thus challenged to replace it. Migration also creates 
opportunities for children to collaborate with their parents and others to yield greater stores of 
social capital than adults in the family might alone produce. Coleman’s writing emphasizes the 
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roles of parents and their proxies, namely other adults in their larger kinship network and 
neighborhood, in the accumulation of a family’s social capital, and it presents children as passive 
observers. The experience of immigrant children reminds us that this need not be the case. An 
active role integrates them into the family’s functioning and inculcates into them the 
expectations of service and commitment that extend beyond childhood (Furstenberg 2005: 810). 
This “sense of lasting obligations across generations” can be created (813) when children’s 
participation is required, rather than merely permitted. The experience of young Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrants described earlier in this study (see chapter 5) illustrates that the 
opportunity to make a meaningful contribution to the family enterprise forges a shared value and 
experience that continues to inform their self-conception in adulthood. 
 
The ‘auto’ babysitter: Grandparents and uncompensated labor 
The most immediate and readily assumed form of connectedness is family. Grandparents 
often accompanied children and grandchildren or arrived not long after. This immediately 
expands the set of close relationships that surrounds the young immigrant from the very start of 
their lives in the receiving country. Cherlin and Furstenberg’s 1986 “classic study of American 
grandparenthood... state[s] that the three most important factors influencing the frequency of 
grandparent-grandchild contact are ‘distance, distance, and distance’” (Nesteruk & Marks 2009: 
91). By contrast, families of economic immigrants often arrive in stages with members 
immigrating years after one another, leading to long stretches of physical separation. While 
families can maintain close, meaningful ties with relatives abroad, from a distance, grandparents 
cannot pick their grandchildren up from school, drop them off at daycare or babysit while parents 
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are in class or at work. Geography matters particularly for immigrant families who may not be 
able to find or afford quality childcare or supervision. “Social and childbearing support from the 
grandparents and extended family is often cited as the most important factor in the process of 
adaptation (Kovalchik 1996; Robilia 2004, 2007)” in other research on Eastern European 
migration (80). Immediate family members fill the gap between need and available resources, 
particularly in the initial years after arrival when money is tight and the ability to procure care 
remains limited.  
For highly educated immigrants like Russian-speaking Jewish arrivals, recapturing 
human capital has paid dividends over the long-term (Chiswick et al. 2015; Liebau 2011), but it 
entailed delaying entry into the workforce and investing time and money in language learning, 
certification exams or additional training. Doing so meant foregoing a paycheck while still 
incurring both ongoing living expenses, including the cost of childcare and studies. Moreover, 
once parents entered the workforce, access to reliable and quality childcare translated into lower 
household expenses and an enhanced ability to save. This childcare arrangement, whether for a 
toddler or a middle schooler, offered substantial non-financial benefits as well, in the form of 
meaningful and rewarding work for grandparents and peace-of-mind for parents.  
The role of extended family as a cultural and material resource appears to differ in 
Germany and the U.S. Immigrants to America relied more heavily on relatives to provide support 
in the years after immigration. Relatives who had arrived earlier or extended family that had long 
been living in the U.S. assisted them in finding housing or employment. Often relatives who had 
accompanied them, like grandparents, were on hand to provide day care for children while 
parents were away at school or work. In Germany housing, employment and childcare needs 
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were often less pressing as state agencies provided assistance in place of non-profit and non-
governmental organizations. State agencies had a greater capacity to deliver services and had 
access to more resources. They offered housing in dormitories or converted barracks for the first 
few months after arrival, during which time immigrants often also took part in language courses 
and received financial assistance.  
Greater financial support, fewer employment opportunities for working adults, and a 
lessened need for childcare meant grandparents typically did not serve as material resource in a 
manner similar to their role in the U.S. It is not that grandparents in one setting were more 
capable or generous with their time than in the other. Rather grandparents were drafted into the 
service of the family in a more active role in the U.S. as a result of more limited social welfare 
policies their children and grandchildren confronted. Young immigrants in Germany still spoke 
of close relationships with their grandparents, but in my interviews only infrequently reported a 
similarly active role. More often, they would reference their grandparents as an ethnic resource, a 
generation for whom being Jewish was more intuitive or more important. A large majority of 
interviewees in both Germany and the U.S. in this study reported arriving with two parents: 83 of 
93 interviewees. Moreover, about three-quarters said that at least one grandparent, and typically 
two or more, arrived with them or shortly afterward. About half of the interviewees also reported 
that an aunt or uncle, often married and with children of their own, arrived at the same time, and 
settled nearby. 
The very presence of grandparents in both countries appears to have resulted from design 
rather than necessarily from desire. Immigration policy has often viewed immigrants as 
individuals, and particularly as forms of labor, rather than as members of a familial unit 
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(Steinberg 2001; Glenn 1983). The frequency, role and quality of intergenerational contact 
among Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants also derives from the state immigration policies that 
facilitated their arrival. Admission to both the US and Germany as refugees under exceptional 
circumstances (Rosenberg 2003) enabled Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants to arrive as 
family units, and in many cases extended families. Family is thus not an exogenous factor of 
immigration. It is a product of policy and serves as a resource, facilitating and amplifying the 
efforts of working-and school-aged members of the family to integrate. 
The importance of the service grandparents offered is captured in the description by Vlad, 
who arrived as a toddler from Kiev to Brooklyn, as the ‘default’ option as his parents went off to 
school and work. 
 
Koby: Did your grandparents babysit you a lot? 
Vlad: The 'auto', yeah, they were always home, the auto babysitters basically, like the 
auto, like, they were always at home, they would, when my parents would leave for the 
day, I would just be at my grandparents' apartment.  And then, my grandparents lived 
with us, so... 
Koby: Right. Were your parents around a lot when you were very young? 
Vlad: Yeah, I mean, outside of going to work, besides that, whatever, yeah, they were... 
Koby: ‘Cause people describe more, kind of more substantive parenting on the part of 
grandparents...  
Vlad: I would say my grandparents were the ones who were much more directly 
involved with me because during the first span of the day it would be them and then 
when my mom would come back from courses or whatever and my dad would come back 
from work and he would work 9 to 6 or so. I would say definitely a big majority fell onto 
my grandparents. [R222 #00:34:43-5#] 
 
Vlad's nickname for his grandparents, the ‘automatic’ baby-sitter, highlights the 
frequency with which they cared for him while his parents were at work and school. The 
appellation also underscores the degree to which they were needed: with his parents at work or at 
school both early and late in the day, his grandparents enabled their pursuit of these 
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opportunities. Another interviewee, Nick who arrived from Kiev at the age of 7, shared how their 
housing situation made grandparents the natural choice as a caregiver during work hours. In 
describing their living arrangements during the first few years after arrival, he explains: 
 
Koby: Were your grandparents baby sitters? 
Nick: Oh yeah. When we first moved to the apartment – told you it was a two-bedroom 
apartment in Brooklyn, so when we first moved there it was me, my sister and my parents 
in the big bedroom and then my mum’s parents in the smaller bedroom. And then we 
were like that for 2 years and then when my dad’s parents moved here, my mom’s 
parents found an apartment on Avenue J in Brooklyn and then my dad’s parents moved 
into that bedroom. So we always had grandparents there and then after another 3 or 4 
years, my dad’s parents found an apartment on Lower East Side. It’s like a senior 
citizen’s kind of a [setting]… [R226]  
 
While their quarters were cramped, they ensured that someone in the next bedroom could 
watch the children when needed. Their housing arrangement also illustrates the challenging 
financial position many immigrants faced when arriving, despite these immigrants’ considerable 
educational attainment, work experience and access to state and communal support. For some, as 
with Nick’s family, these cramped conditions persisted for several years. Living together had an 
additional consequence of allowing immigrants to pool their earnings from paid labor and 
limited income from social welfare programs. They benefited from lower household expenses, as 
expenses that would otherwise have been devoted two or more households were concentrated in 
one. The combined income also offered a larger buffer from financial pressures of resettlement 
and human capital recapture than one household alone could achieve. 
‘Automatic’ childcare by grandparents was not always the case. David, who arrived in 
Brooklyn at age 4 from St. Petersburg with his parents, brother, and grandparents, describes how 
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his parents worked parallel shifts when they first arrived such so that an additional caretaker for 
him was not needed.  
 
Koby: So if your parents were both working a lot, right, who was with you at home? 
David: I think—because my mother worked night shift, I think she was there during the 
afternoons and my father would come back from work, so, between my parents, I didn't 
really have someone watching, the whole grandma babysitting thing, it didn't really 
happen so much. 
Koby: Even once they arrived? #00:40:35-1#  
David: Yeah. #00:40:36-6#  
Koby: Where did they live when they came? #00:40:38-2#  
David: So, they lived nearby actually. They lived near-by. My grandparents [on my 
father’s side] lived, you know, maybe five blocks away, my other grandmother lived a 
couple of blocks away, she was living with my cousins who also arrived with my 
grandmother, my first cousins from my mom's side, my uncle and his family, so, you 
know, they came a couple of years later than us. They also, like everyone else, struggled. 
They were doctors in Russia, now baruch hashem65 [thank god] they made it…They live 
in New Jersey.  
 One of my grandmothers, the Holocaust survivor, ended up getting one of those 
JASA [a Jewish social welfare organization] apartments in Sea Gate, [an area] where she 
[has been for a long time]. Now she has one right outside of Sea Gate, on Surf Avenue 
there. And my other grandmother… she didn't do so well after [my grandfather] was 
nifter [passed away]. She now has dementia and yeah, so my father got her an apartment 
[00:41:39.01] at [a social service agency in Brooklyn] right across from his office and she 
has someone all the time and... But in general, it's just like, I don't know, I don't 
remember being taken care by someone, I remember staying by them here occasionally 
but not so much, it wasn't like a daily thing, where I had friends like, you know, 
grandmother's with them every day and this and that. I didn't have that. [R219 
00:42:00.18]  
 
                                                 
65 David’s frequent use of Hebrew phrases is not typical of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants and is characteristic 
of American non-Chasidic orthodox Jews, who integrate a considerable number of words from Hebrew, Aramaic 
and Yiddish into their speech, which is otherwise predominantly in English. The adoption of these linguistic norms 
reflects David’s integration into a specific religious community. 
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When David reflects on his experience, he notes that in comparison to his friends, his 
family’s circumstances were the exception rather than the rule, resulting from the dramatic 
pressures he and his family experienced, which he shared in detail during the interview. 
 
David: My mother, with her nursing background, worked as some kind of, you know, 
health care assistant. I know that because of her history and because of the fact that 
everyone came without records and what not, right? She used to take advantage of where 
she had to, she was forced to work 13, 14 hours, even more, getting paid $3 per hour. So, 
but she had no choice, right? 
Koby: Yeah.  
David: My father who obviously dealt with numbers and what not, also had no choice. I 
think he also started doing odd jobs. He was working in construction and I think at the 
time he was trying to become a programmer. That's what everyone was doing, 'cause they 
were told 'You gotta become programmer. That's the job!'. He wasn't into it, but he was 
doing it and then, while he was doing construction—which is weird because knowing my 
dad, like doing construction it's just, it shows how desperate he was, he had no choice, 
right? Like standing on the corner, waiting to get picked up to do constructions in 
someone's house? It's so weird. Interesting enough, he now works—he’s the CFO for [a 
Jewish social service organization in NYC].… It's funny 'cause, there are people he 
knows there, [and in the area] where they live… He would go there and would be like 
'Yeah, I probably did the construction on these houses.' [Laughing] It's just funny. 
Anyway, so then he had a heart attack and the reason I'm even laughing about it – It's a 
terrible thing, I'm not laughing [in jest], chas ve'shalom [god forbid] but the reason it's 
just such an interesting story to talk about is because it changed his life. After that he 
couldn't do construction anymore, because— it’s just that his body couldn't do it. I think 
the immigration took a real toll on him, really stressed him out.  #00:35:49-0#  
Koby: Why?  
David: Not sure, it was just very difficult for him, and he was unhealthy at that time. He 
had a very serious heart attack and had quadruple by-pass surgery. 
Koby: How long after you arrived here did it occur? 
David: It must have been like 3 years or something. He was young, for his age, I mean. 
The survival rate is very low. I need to remind myself of that, that's for sure. So then he 
had no choice, he had to get a job that wasn't manual labor and stuff. He didn't want to 
become a programmer, and so he became bookkeeper. He was good with numbers. And 
my mom she got her nursing stuff all over again, became an RN, and was working nights 
for like 5 years. It was tough, you know, it really took a toll on our relationship because I 
missed my mother. She’s told me that at night, whenever she would just want to take a 
little nap before work, I'd bug her, you know, 'Read to me! Read to me!’ And she did. I 
understand what my parents were going through—I was being a selfish American kid! 
[Laughing] And yeah, that's kind of how we, how we got by, [00:37:08.02] baruch 
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hashem [thank god]. My family, we're very happy, we're together, we're okay, we live 
well, we grew up with the right values and it's really been great. I consider myself—I’m 
among the lucky ones. [R219 #00:37:21-5#] 
 
In taking stock of his and his family’s early experiences in the U.S., he adds that he is 
‘among the lucky ones’. The financial and related health difficulties they faced proved only 
temporary impediments that they succeeded in surmounting. The detailed description of the 
family’s travails highlights the many junctures at which developments could have gone awry: his 
father’s heart attack was severe but not fatal; he abandoned programming, an area of work many 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants were advised to pursue, and persevered in a new line of 
study; he found an employment opportunity locally that developed into a career; and his mother 
was able to pass certification exams and capitalize on her pre-emigration training and experience 
in nursing. And finally, he implies that his capacity to be difficult was limited to demanding 
more attention at bedtime, as he was a toddler and later school-aged child at that time. Success 
was not assured. The supportive role actors like grandparents and others relative play relates not 
only to discrete services, like babysitting, but to a complex and vulnerable family enterprise 
struggling to integrate into a new economy and society. 
Some did not arrive with extended family and did not have relatives to call on for 
assistance. Katya’s case is illustrative. While she and her uncle’s family both left Kiev at the 
same time, her parents headed to New York, while her uncle and his family chose to live in 
Chicago, joining other relatives who already lived there. Her mother’s parents immigrated to 
Israel and by the time they left one of her father’s parents had passed away and the other was too 
ill to travel, so that they arrived in New York City with no immediate family nearby. Katya, who 
was 5 years old upon departure, describes her parents’ working and studying arrangements as 
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well as the various kinds of support they received, although childcare was not among them. Both 
of her parents were computer programmers in Kiev, and when they arrived in the U.S. they took 
courses:  
I remember like everybody's always going to these like Beekman courses, like on  
Beekman Street, yeah, it was like very, like everybody's talking about these courses, so I 
guess they just got, it's like free training and then my dad got a job first, somehow, 
through some connections and then I know like my mom like worked and like, at first 
worked in like a store, like as a cashier, that was like doing random jobs. I think at first it 
was hard because she still had to watch my sister and so like pay somebody to watch my 
sister so she's working this side job so all that salary's going to pay the same person who 
watches my sister.  [00:28:00.04] Then, we were just like a typical latchkey kids, like we 
would just cross the street and go home and just watch ourselves, like at a very early age 
and then also my mom got job in the computer department, cause a lot of people just took 
computer programming classes when they came here but my parents were already 
computer programmers back in Kiev, so it wasn't anything- it wasn't new, so I think...  
Koby: What kind of connection got your dad his first job? Was it through a Jewish 
agency or something like that or was it through another Russian speaking...  
Katya:  I know there's this one guy that my parents were friends with back in Kiev, so I 
think they just knew some people who had maybe come a little bit before, somebody 
who's already working at, I don't really remember what they did, like some small 
company. I mean that guy was working there or had worked there and left and maybe 
recommended my dad. Like, I think these courses were either organized by some Jewish 
agencies or at least paid for by the Jewish agencies. [00:29:22] I didn't know this 'cause, 
you know, HIAS would give you a loan and you have to pay pack and then one time 
when I asked my mom 'Oh, did we get that? Did you pay back and stuff?', 'Of course we 
did', like, 'Yeah, we paid it back', so I'm like ‘Alright’. [R222 #00:29:33] 
 
Her story is shared by many others, whose parents’ workday ended after the school day 
had concluded and whose earnings were allocated to childcare. Once she was old enough, she 
became ‘the typical latchkey kid’ like many American youth. Yet, this was not the typical 
experience among Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants interviewed in the New York City-area.  
Many had grandparents and other relatives present to watch them, thanks to the ability, as 
refugees, to emigrate as a multi-generational family unit. The contrast between David and 
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Katya’s childhood experience and that of most others who were interviewed for this study in the 
U.S. highlights a crucial, if prosaic and easily overlooked resource that immigrants relied upon, 
and the state policy that made grandparents’ presence possible. Notwithstanding the absence of 
grandparent caregivers, David and Katya both report on other forms of targeted support that 
Jewish communal organizations offered, like subsidized courses, financial assistance in the form 
of both grants and loans, and assistance searching for work. Missing from Jewish communal 
organizations’ offering were childcare services, reflecting a broader structural deficiency faced 
by working families in the U.S., where reliable and affordable early childhood care is 
challenging to secure.  
 
Negative cases of parents and grandparents 
The more adults present in a child’s life, the more likely parents are able to summon help 
and care when they require it. However, presence alone does not predetermine a positive 
outcome. Some parents and grandparents do not engage youth in meaningful ways, others avoid 
doing so and others still might have a negative effect on their children or grandchildren’s well-
being. While these cases represent the minority among those interviewed for this study, they 
serve as a useful counterpoint and deepen our understanding of the experience of the 1.5 and 
second generations. Alina’s story serves as a telling example. Her parents arrived in Germany 
from Ukraine with two young children in tow. They emigrated in 1990 when she was seven and 
rented an inexpensive apartment on the eastern end of the city. They worked nights cleaning 
subway stations even as they attended German-language during the day, keen on finding their 
footing quickly. [R105_2 #00:00:59-3#]. Both of her parents had trained as doctors, and she 
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relates how they took the set-backs they encountered in stride as they started afresh in a new 
country. 
They had to somehow – they had two kids – earn a bit of money, of course.... My parents 
tried to get a foothold in their professions. My mother is a gynecologist; my father is a 
urologist. They worked as ‘visiting doctors’ for no pay. My mother simply had more luck 
with her job. She then got a job, a good position. She worked during the day, but, as it 
was, she was only compensated on a part-time basis. And she had to work more than her 
co-workers to prove herself. It’s the same way among other families I know who are on 
my ‘level’. It sounds arrogant; we needed to do like the Germans in order to prove that 
we are at least as qualified. That’s what I grew up with. And my father of course 
therefore also supported my mom, doing everything else. He dealt a lot with cars. It 
didn’t work out to break into his field, and he worked with cars. He has his own garage. 
Just a natural Jewish talent. He can do it all. (laughs) #00:02:39-3# 
 
Her parents functioned as a team when it came to work and pursuing their professional 
goals, but they found parenting more challenging.  
 
Koby: Was he happy that your mother was so successful at work? There was no sense of 
rivalry? 
Alina: Never. That was never a problem. The main thing was there was money at home. 
(laughs) It was never a problem between my parents. There was never competition, but 
rather only mutual support... Of course, [problems] always accompanied us through my 
brother, who was a black sheep of the family. I can just say that it was so. It’s 
uncomfortable, but I think that was also in part their fault, that my brother ended up this 
way, how it turned out. Because they took care that we were well off, and everything 
related to work, but they never engaged with us. And that’s why my brother is then fell 
by the wayside, became addicted to drugs, always had problems with the police, and in 
the end was killed... #00:06:12-7# 
 
Alina speaks at once with pride of her parents’ efforts and accomplishments at work as 
well as with regret about their shortcomings in the home. She relates matter-of-factly that while 
her parents made sure the children were provided for, they did not substantively engage with 
their children to tragic effect. With over a decade’s time to come to term with the loss of her 
251 
 
brother, she attributes some of the blame to her parents. She does not portray their professional 
and material strivings as excessive or unreasonable and acknowledges the hurdles they faced as 
immigrants in having to prove themselves as competent to their native-born colleagues. 
However, the intensity their work demanded meant that they were often absent, and that even 
when they were present, they were often unaware of their children’s needs. 
Andrew’s encounter with drugs was not fatal, but seemingly no less complicated. His 
parents arrived from Odessa and settled in Brooklyn when he was eight. He describes his parents 
as hard-working and driven, intent on succeeding at the opportunity immigration offered. A few 
years after arriving in the U.S. his father founded a successful jewelry business continuing the 
line of work he had pursued in Ukraine. While Bensonhurst served their needs at first, his parents 
were eager to move to the suburbs, and join the ranks of homeowners. When friends of theirs 
moved out to Long Island just a few years after they arrived, they too decided to move with 
them. Andrew describes his father as a “workaholic” working seven days a week for years on 
end. [R228 #00:28:44-3#] His grandparents worked as well, with his grandfather employed at his 
uncle’s laundromat, despite the tense relationship that existed between the brothers, and his 
grandmother working as a maid and nanny in the home of Hasidic neighbors. [R228 #00:15:05-
5#] Andrew explains that multiple earners in one family unit served as a financial cushion when 
his father decided to open his own business:  
 
Andrew: So, when [my father] started his business she was there as like backup and 
my grandparents were the safety net as well – they were like amazing at – I don’t know 
how they save money the way they do but it was like incredible (laughs).  So, they had 
put in a big chunk towards the house and I don’t see the house happening without my 
grandparents help. #00:31:41-0#  
Koby: They moved in with you guys there? 
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Andrew: Yeah, and they swallowed a lot of shit to make sure that the money was 
there for the house. [R228#00:31:48-1#] 
 
His parents’ drive to succeed, did not diminish the care and dedication they applied to 
their parenting. Andrew portrays them as thoughtful, if conflicted about what they could or 
should provide for their only child. He summarized his understanding of his father’s parenting 
approach: 
I think that my dad was working really hard because it’s exactly what he didn’t want to 
happen in the sense that he didn’t want to say no to me, he wanted to give me all the 
opportunities, he was strict – in Russia I actually had quite a bit, I had stuff.  It was funny 
because I had things that other kids didn’t have, and I don’t know if I was taking it for 
granted but one time my dad took away all my toys then I understood how much I had. 
And then in the US when my parents bought me things, they were very conscious as to 
what they were getting me.  And I think they would debate and fight about how they want 
to raise me because they were still quite young.  And later I learned how much my dad 
had worked to make sure that I had opportunities. [R228_#00:28:07-3#] 
 
Striking a balance between opportunity and indulgence grew ever more complicated as 
Andrew grew older. When they were living in Brooklyn, Andrew had been keen on securing a 
seat in one of the city’s competitive high schools, an aspiration that he shared with the immigrant 
friends he made in middle school. However, once they moved to the suburbs, he quickly lost 
interest. To illustrate, he notes that “it was interesting [that] the valedictorian in my school was a  
Russian Jewish girl who I hadn’t talk until let’s say 10th grade, who I stayed clear of 
because she was a nerd and she was exactly everything that I didn’t want people 
associating with me. So, I became rebellious and had an attitude problem and you started 
to build a personality that wasn’t exactly like a good Russian, Jewish boy.  [R228 
#00:33:36#]  
 
Ironically, he started using drugs to signal his rejection of the rigor of schooling, and, as 
he related, the boredom of the suburbs, the very opportunities his parents worked to make 
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available to him. His involvement with drugs, first only marijuana and then progressing to LSD 
and Ecstasy, led to close encounters with the police but did little to dissuade him. At the age of 
15, he got his first job working for a local pool supply company, but soon started selling 
marijuana as well: “I had my side job which was selling drugs and people would pull up into the 
back and I would like deal out of the back of the pool supply store from which I was shortly fired 
like that lasted a couple of months.” [R228 #00:49:28-5#] He stopped only once caught, but 
admits, “I got a lot of slaps on the wrist because I’m considered white – I get away with a lot of 
stuff.  I see a lot of my friends get busted, end up in juvenile programs or on their way towards 
that and I get a little bit frightened but also get really lucky several times.” [R228 #00:37:22-2#] 
He evades entanglements that might have otherwise derailed the academic progress and 
complicated the social life of a less fortunate youth, because he is ascribed a preferential position 
in the racial and ethnic hierarchy of American society. He completed high school with ease and 
enrolled at a local university. His drug use continued unabated, until a toxic night of having 
taken “LSD and drunk a lot of vodka. I ended up in just a really bad depersonalize state 
where I was convinced like I’m not coming back, I’m going to be institutionalized.  And 
my parents were on vacation, so I asked – I called my grandparents or asked one my 
roommates to call my grandparents to come get me because I was done, and I had to 
explain to them, kislota [acid], you know. I don't even know if there was a word for it in 
Russian.  And that’s another thing, I don’t think they knew that the types I was 
experimenting were like just not common like really – you just okay, ate mushrooms and 
what you know, it changes your outlook you know (laughs).” [R228 #00:51:55-7#] 
 
The frightening episode compelled him to work his way towards sobriety and forced his 
drug use into view of his family. Realizing that their son had grown into a reckless adult was 
hard to bear, and, he explained, “I had to sit down with parents and tell them that I had been 
taking drugs for quite a long time. And my dad was destroyed for months after that maybe – he 
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didn’t trust me, he lost all trust in me.” #00:52:50-6# While his father’s disappointment is to be 
expected, given the duration and intensity of drug use, his ignorance seemed surprising. I asked, 
Koby:  How did your parents not know? #00:47:33-0#  
Andrew: I think they repressed it, I think they ignored it.  Of course, they knew but 
I remember my dad finding a bong and he’s like what is this – it’s a work of art, it’s a 
glass bong, it’s beautiful, look at it (laughs).  And then he held on to it and he gave it 
back to me and he goes, I don’t want to see this in the house – and I was like okay, I’m 
going to give it to my friend, and we’ll smoke it at my friend’s house then. But I just, 
they didn’t, my parents were interesting, and they afforded me quite a bit of anonymity in 
terms of like not looking through my stuff, not questioning me about certain subject for 
better or worse – also I think because my grades weren’t necessarily awful like I was 
getting by just without even trying, the minimal effort I was doing fine in school.  There 
was nothing challenging about it plus I still kept on pursuing my interests.  I would still 
write, I would keep a journal and I would convince my mom to take me to these screen-
writing classes that were like out somewhere.  And then I also by 11th grade I did not ask 
them for money ever. So, I stopped asking for money but I also got my first job at 15.  
And so, I guess they figured that if you can have a job and go to school and be able to 
earn his own money and not ask for an allowance… #00:49:23-5#  
 
Andrew’s parents were generous in what they gave him, and even in the autonomy they 
afforded him. They seemed to have put in a stern word when needed and assumed it would 
suffice. They focused on what he seemed to be doing right, rather than on what might be going 
wrong. To Andrew it appeared that they repressed or at least ignored the warning signs, whether 
a bong among his belongings or the many “slaps on the wrist” he had received. They focused 
instead on the narrative of success they had long invested in and hoped would in the end prevail. 
In times of crisis, Andrew benefited from close ties to his grandparents and from his whiteness. 
Despite the presence of close family members in his life, they failed to connect warning signs or 
imagine their consequences. Notably, both his admiration for his parents’ ambition and success 
as well as his complaint, and its matter-of-fact delivery, about the lack of focus or sustained 
interest in his life is similar to Alina’s reflection and presentation. They both admire their parents 
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and relate the closeness they feel towards them in their interviews, even as they express 
ambivalence about their parents’ success at guiding them and their siblings through the strains of 
adolescence and early adulthood.  
For other 1.5 and second-generation youth, the challenge of substance abuse was one 
their parents faced. Unlike Andrew and Alina, Victor was the striving and sober party, while his 
father struggled with alcoholism. Victor’s parents arrived in Brighton Beach from Kazan when 
he was a toddler. “My father, my grandfather,” he shared, “like all of them were alcoholics, some  
drug problems, too, but I don't want to be like my family, I don't want to be like my 
father. That's a big deal for me, I don't want to be like him, so... I always push myself 
away from that kind of thing, so like, until college I barely drank at all just because I 
didn't want to risk going down that road or something. Now I feel like I have a self-
control to drink, in moderation or excessively but not every day. [R236 #01:48:38.09#] 
 
His father was not the person he sought to emulate. A difficult environment at home led 
him to establish a distance from his family.  He added that “…ever since high school, around 
sophomore year of high school I've distanced myself from my family just because I'm not very 
like my family that much.” [R236 #00:44:00#] He would have preferred to attend a flagship 
campus of the state university system but couldn’t afford the higher tuition and attendant costs. 
Instead he enrolled at one of the CUNY campuses and was living at home at the time of the 
interview. The distance he inserted between himself and his family was social rather than 
geographic. Notably, while he shared his family history of alcoholism with me with relative ease, 
he paused to confirm the anonymous nature of the interview which we reviewed before it began. 
Victor:  I actually – this is anonymous, right? 
Koby:  Yeah. 
Victor:  I don't speak to my father at all anymore, I haven't spoken to him in 3 
years now, I think, like not a word just because we're very different people and I disagree 
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with how he sees a lot of things and I realized it would be just better if we never spoke 
again. 
Koby:  You never speak? Does he live at home? 
Victor:  Yeah, he does, so that makes it awkward sometimes but yeah. It also 
makes it awkward because at the time when I bring people over to my house, so that they 
don't see him. [Laughing] [#00:46:03.10#] Yeah, as of like a year ago or so, when I 
started going to college, I am meeting new people, I just started telling people that my 
father died when I was younger cause it's a lot easier to explain to people… I really don't 
like what I'm talking, like I don't talk to my father anymore and they're like 'Oh, that's so 
sad, like why not blah, blah, blah'. I'd rather just say like I don't want to talk about it, like 
he passed away a while ago. 
 
While Victor’s approach is striking, it emphasizes his desire to pursue a path different 
from that of his father’s, and underlines that he feels little obligation to maintain a relationship 
with him. The admiring if ambivalent description of parents that Andrew and Alina offered are 
absent here. Some parents, as Victor’s case reminds us, can defy expectations to serve as 
constructive actors and positive influences in their children’s lives. These cases qualify the 
notion that migration as a family unit inevitably unlocks important and valuable resources for all 
members of the household, and serve as a reminder that co-presence alone does not compel 
family member to contribute to one another. 
 
Germany and the U.S. 
This chapter focuses on the role of grandparents in the U.S., because the topic surfaced 
predominantly in the interviews conducted there. Interviewees made repeated, and unprompted, 
references to their grandparents when we discussed their experiences as youth. While I asked all 
interviewees, both in the U.S. and Germany, which family members arrived with them and who 
immigrated elsewhere, and who provided support upon arrival, the role of grandparents was a 
notable feature of the U.S. interviews. In fact, once I recognized the frequency of its mention, I 
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probed about the role of grandparents in more detail, in cases when they were not otherwise 
mentioned. I completed the interviews in Germany prior to conducting the U.S. interviews and 
did not return for re-interviewing, and therefore cannot offer a parallel perspective on the role of 
grandparents in providing childcare and uncompensated labor there.  
While this difference in the interviews in the U.S. and Germany may be an artifact of 
their administration, it might, however, reflect the broader differences in the conditions of each 
receiving context. In Germany, immigrants experienced longer bouts of un- and under-
employment because of a more rigid labor market. Parents who did not have to keep to a work 
schedule or who were only working part-time, had fewer needs for childcare. The more generous 
benefits provided by the German welfare state also relieved some of the pressure that prompted 
immigrants to the U.S. to enter the labor market quickly. Finally, a number of interviewees who 
grew up in states in the former East Germany mentioned an afternoon program (Hort) offered by 
the school, which supervised youth until the end of the typical work day, enabling parents to take 
jobs they otherwise perhaps could not have. Although reunification effectively subsumed East 
Germany into the bureaucratic and administrative institutions of West Germany, the progressive 
after-school program, Hort, remained, an artifact from a socialist state that had among the 
highest labor participation rates among women. Often housed in the same school building, it 
offered children from kindergarten onward a supervised environment in which to socialize as 
well as assistance in completing their homework. Schools in West German states made no 
similar offering. 
The ability for multiple family members, particularly across generations, to arrive 
together or within a short timeframe from one another, enabled these immigrants to reestablish a 
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core element of their social and support network. In the U.S., moreover, it proved to be an 
important social asset even as they were often still wanting materially. Immigrants acted as 
agents on their own behalf, enhancing language learning, job training or employment 
opportunities organizations facilitated, illustrated in one interviewee’s moniker for his 
grandparents, the ‘auto’, the default babysitters. Young and elderly immigrants, while often 
viewed merely as dependents, make meaningful and important contributions to adult immigrants’ 
capacity to integrate into the labor market and, in many but not all cases, create conditions to 





Chapter 8: Connectedness and Organizations 
Introduction 
An immigrant’s success at developing network connections alone is uncertain without the 
assistance of existing, organized networks, like those of his family or a community organization. 
Connectedness refers to “the relational ties that link people” (Brubaker & Cooper 2000: 20) and 
encompasses both kinship (as a social relation) as well as participation in a social movement or 
membership in an institution. Organizations, or more specifically the networks they may foster 
and maintain, create the opportunity to imbue the experience of being a member of this group 
with meaning through contact with other members, where meaning is derived in part from 
contact with others. Organizations shape interpersonal interactions, and a group’s identity is in 
turn influenced by the existence and character of social ties among members.  
Organizations function in part to create access to opportunities. They offer a setting in 
which to cultivate network connections and ready the ground for action, promoting contact 
among members, and bringing together those with similar backgrounds or interests. This study 
examines the interactions of young immigrants with Jewish communal organizations after the 
initial period of resettlement has passed. Immigrants experience organizations in a variety of 
ways: some report only brief, negative encounters, while others enjoy extensive contact and 
cultivate meaningful relationships through them.  Scholarship on immigrant groups has 
emphasized the beneficial role community associations and institutions can play in providing 
newcomers with material and social support as they begin anew: assisting them to bridge the 
cultural divide, imparting the language, values and ways of their new home. Indeed, civic 
associations have long been identified as elemental to the fabric of American society (de 
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Tocqueville 2012), with religious groups instrumental in the integration of immigrants in the 
U.S. (Herberg [1955] 1983; Foner & Alba 2008; Hirschman 2004). Participating in organizations 
serves not only to connect people and provide services but also their experience of a sense of 
group belonging. Will Herberg observed that participation in Jewish organizational life was one 
in which Jewish immigrants became, and came to be seen, as American. Organizations represent 
repositories of resources that are at once a potential advantage and disadvantage. Immigrants can 
gain access to material and cultural reserves others may not have, but at the same time these 
come laden with the native-born community’s expectations of how things have been and should 
be done, which deters some from taking action and inhibits the success of others. This tension is 
not easily resolved, as the examples that follow illustrate. 
Much of the literature on Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants highlights the role that 
community organizations play in the initial years of resettlement. Steven Gold (1992; 1995: 23) 
in his study of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants in the 1980s highlights the role of Jewish 
refugee resettlement organizations; Annelise Orleck discusses the work of organizations like 
New York Association for New Americans (NYANA) in the New York area (Orleck 1999: 91); 
Zeltzer-Zubida in her portrait of participants in the Kasinitz et al study reviews their 
organizational contacts (2005: 210-212). In Germany, Schoeps et al. (1996), Ben-Rafael (2011), 
and Kessler (2003) all focus on the service of Jewish communal organizations. These 
organizations helped lay the groundwork for these immigrants’ arrival (Beckerman 2010; Kelner 
2008), functioned in parallel or in place of state agencies to receive refugees, and offered active 
assistance to the new arrival.  
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Yet, after the initial few years of resettlement activity, for many Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants in both Germany and the U.S., community organizations featured marginally if at all. 
Some immigrants, to be sure, reported that positive interactions with Jewish communal 
organizations substantively shaped their experiences and sense of belonging. But many had 
limited experiences with these organizations. After initial, negative encounters, many simply 
never returned, and others had no substantive contact with them at all. In my interviews 
conducted in the New York City-area, it was not uncommon for interviewees to say that they 
could not recall having been inside a synagogue, despite the many located throughout the city. A 
number of interviewees reported that their first interaction with a Jewish organization was in 
college, at the campus Hillel for example, despite living for over a decade in a city with many 
non-denominational Jewish organizations.  
Interviewees in this study represent a variety of patterns of engagement with Jewish 
communal organizations. About two in five interviewees, in both Germany and the U.S., had 
continuous engagement with Jewish communal organizations, meaning they were in touch with 
them upon arrival, often receiving support, and reported a substantive engagement when they 
were in primary school (if relevant given their age of arrival), high school and in their post-
secondary studies and beyond. These engagements include reporting attending synagogue for 
holidays or regularly over several years for a holiday (most often Yom Kippur), taking part in 
youth program (like the Jugendzentrum in German cities) or the Israel heritage trip, Birthright 
(Taglit). About one in five reported intermittent engagement with Jewish communal 
organization, active at one period but then absent at another. Ten interviewees in Germany and 
six in the U.S. (above one in six interviewees) reported no or only one substantive interaction 
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with Jewish communal organizations. The remaining interviewees reported substantive 
engagement early on but then none later, or the reverse, none early, but substantive engagement 
later on, typically after high school. These proportions are not meant to represent the distribution 
of experiences of the 1.5 and second-generations in Germany, but rather to illustrate that the 
interviewees on which the description and analysis in this chapter are based represent a variety of 
types of experiences. Experiences with communal organizational are relevant because 
organizations serve as a locus of resources and networks, and substantial engagement with them 
enables immigrants to gain from collective investments of the community. Moreover, the 
established, communal infrastructure of the native-born Jewish communities represented, at least 
in principle, a particularly advantageous and attractive potential resource for immigrants. The 
interview data below illustrate the benefits some immigrants drew from close and continuous 
engagement with Jewish communal organizations, how others fell out of touch with them, and 
how still others never succeeded in establishing a meaningful relationship with them. The 
chapter also looks at the ways in which interaction with Jewish communal organizations shaped 
the experiences of these immigrants. The often uneven relationships of the 1.5 and second-
generations with Jewish communal organizations resulted in a persisting social distance between 
immigrant and native-born peers, which has contributed to a continuing sense of distinctiveness 
among these immigrants and children of immigrants. 
 
Participation in Jewish Communal Organizations 
During the initial period of resettlement, established Jewish communal organizations 
provided material assistance in securing housing, navigating paperwork for state benefits, finding 
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employment and language classes. Maintaining immigrants’ participation and engagement as 
their needs changed proved more challenging. By and large the 1.5 and second-generations of 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants in both countries were not members of Jewish 
organizations, like synagogues or Jewish community centers (JCC). Data from the second-
generation study in New York City support this assertion. While it “showed very high levels of 
participation in Jewish communal activity” (Kasinitz et al. 2008: 36) specifically participating in 
the activities of Jewish Community Centers and attending summer camps or day camps, this was 
largely true of those who arrived before 1989 or who were born to parents who had come then. 
For example, among those who were born in the US 71% reported participating in JCCs, 50% 
said they attended Jewish summer camps and 47% took part in Jewish after-school programs. 
Among those who arrived prior to 1989, the rates were largely similar (JCC: 68%; Summer 
camps: 51%; After-school: 24%). However, among those who came in the period that largely 
overlaps with this study, 1989 and later, a far smaller proportion say they were active in JCCs 
(39%), went to summer camps (27%) or afternoon-programs (19%). The arrival of a large 
number of immigrants within the span of just a few years meant demand swamped supply. 
Annelise Orleck observed that “[u]nfortunately, only a small percentage [of immigrants] were 
able to take full advantage of these programs. NYANA simply did not have the resources to 
reach such a large immigrant population.” (1999: 91) Years later, once these immigrants were 
settled and their needs less pressing, participation rates did not appear to have improved. Among 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants who attended college, the New York Second Generation 
Study (ISGMNY) study found that only 15%-19% of respondents reported participating in 
Hillel, a large Jewish campus-based organization (Kasinitz et al. 2008: 36). Although Jewish 
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communal organizations initially shaped the experience of many immigrants, they ultimately 
played an uneven, and for many, a negligible role in cultivating a sense of group belonging.   
Kasinitz, Zeltzer-Zubida and Simakhodskaya (2001) relate a finding which at first 
appears surprising. HIAS handled the arrival in New York of nearly all Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants who entered with refugee status, and subsequently many also received aid from New 
York Association for New Americans (NYANA). However, among the younger generation 
Kasinitz et al. report that “[o]n the whole the group seems unaware of the extent of aid it 
received from the organized Jewish community. Although virtually all arriving Soviet refugees 
receive at least some assistance from Jewish agencies, only 42.5% are aware that their parents 
received assistance from Jewish community groups ‘at some point in the past.’” (37) They cite 
interviews conducted in parallel to the survey research to illustrate the pervasive lack of 
familiarity with Jewish communal organizations. A young man interviewed said, “Yes, I 
received assistance from the Jewish Community organization, and I’m grateful for them, because 
before the Welfare, it was a Jewish organization that helped use[sic] first, for four months, I 
think.... It was N[Y]ANA[sic],...I think.” (ibid) It is unclear if NYANA was misremembered as 
“NANA” or if this is a misprinting. Regardless, the sandwiching of the organization’s name 
between hesitations and hedging, like “I think”, communicates his uncertainty. I encountered the 
same in the interviews conducted for this study. While most of those I interviewed reported that 
their family had received some form of assistance in the late 1980s and through the mid-1990s, 
once immigrants found themselves on more stable footing, they needed less assistance, and the 
relationship with these organizations attenuated. Many reported intermittent or one-time, short-
lived relationships with a Jewish organization. They too often had difficulty recalling the name 
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of HIAS, let alone NYANA, which we would expect given the greater time that had elapsed 
since arrival as compared with the Kasinitz et al. study. 
Detailed information about Jewish communal membership and participation in Germany 
is lacking,66 but the picture that emerges indicates relatively low rates of membership among 
younger immigrants. At the close of 2006, the year after admission criteria changed and which 
marks the effective end of this wave of immigration, the Jüdische Gemeinde registered 107,794 
members. Membership levels began to decline the following year, illustrating the Gemeinde’s 
reliance on new arrivals. The elderly both comprised a sizable proportion of the immigrant 
population and joined at high rates. From the start of the immigration in 1989 to 2010, there was 
a five-fold increase among those 51 years of age or older, as compared with a three-fold increase 
among those 17-50 year of age and a more moderate increase among youth age 0-17 which 
increase two-fold (Zentralwohlstandstelle der Juden in Deutschland e.V. 2010: 5). While older 
members (age 61+) comprised 32% of the Gemeinde in 1989, their proportion rose to 42% in 
2010. As a rough comparison, about one in five (23%) Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants to 
Germany was 65 year of age or older (Tolts 2016: 28).  
Among younger immigrants, the Gemeinde was less successful in enlisting them as 
members. Many of the services offered by the organized community, like winter and summer 
camps, and, in some places, Jugendzentrum activities, were dependent upon Gemeinde 
                                                 
66 Eliezer Ben-Rafael’s survey in Germany (2010) includes some items on membership and affiliation but does not 
disaggregate results by immigrant generation or country of origin. Eleven percent of the survey sample are non-
immigrant respondents, and immigrants from other countries such as Israel or other countries in Eastern Europe 
(aside from the former Soviet Union) comprise an additional unspecified proportion of the sample (45). In 
particular, the authors note that sampling efforts resulted in “an overrepresentation of young adults among the 
native-born [non-immigrant] Jews” (6). While Ben-Rafael’s results are helpful in describing the first-generation of 
immigrants, as described in chapter 2, the study is more limited in describing1.5 and second-generation immigrants. 
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membership. There are no comparable, published statistics, like those from the Kasinitz et al. 
study, on service use and participation; membership rates offer only an overview of access. 
Those ages 21-35, the age group representing the 1.5 and second-generations (who would have 
been 0-13 in 1989) comprised a quarter of the membership (25%) when the Berlin Wall fell, but 
less than a fifth (18%) two decades later (Zentralwohlstandstelle der Juden in Deutschland e.V.  
2010: 5). Examining a broader age category (15-44), we find that they made up only ten percent 
of the Gemeinde membership (ibid) but over one-third (37%) of Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants to Germany (Tolts 2016: 28). Indeed, the Gemeinde found it challenging to attract 
working-aged immigrants, whose income would be subject to ‘church taxes’ and who likely had 
non-Jewish partners, friends or family – some 30% of those who came as Jewish quota refugees 
and identified with a religion other than Judaism (Liebau 2011; Kogan 2012) – whose 
participation in the Gemiende was often limited, if not explicitly unwelcome. 
Beyond the particulars of Gemeinde membership, Jewish communal organizations often 
struggled to understand how immigrants’ communal needs and experiences of being Jewish 
differed from their own. Victoria, who arrived from Kiev at age 5 with her parents and sister and 
eventually moved to a small northern suburb of New York City, summarized the interaction 
between the immigrant and native-born communities. Having taken part in the Conservative 
movement’s youth programs throughout high school and an active volunteer with the UJA 
Federation, she is familiar with a range of established Jewish organizations. She observed that  
…all these American Jewish communities had all this effort to ‘Let my people go’ [a 
slogan employed in American Jewish organizing for Soviet Jewry activism in the 1980s], 
get the Jews out of the Soviet Union. But then when you ask people who [were] involved 
in that movement, like, 'So what did you think, so what was your plan for after they got 
out, after they were let go?', they [were] like 'We didn't have a plan. We didn't think that 
far ahead, we never thought it was actually going to happen,’ or ‘Our organization was 
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only involved in getting them out; other organizations were involved with resettlement.’ I 
think they just thought 'Oh, they'll just join whatever, they'll move to wherever and they'll 
just integrate into that community' There was not a lot of thought of how we are going to 
help them integrate. But then also you had people who were coming from something 
where they had to join the Communist Party and they had to be involved, now they're like 
‘I don't want to pay dues and be involved in something, I just want to be free to do 
whatever I want’ and that's understandable, too. [R223 #02:54:01#] 
 
She notes the surprise with which American Jews greeted the Soviet Union’s demise, the 
lack of coordination, the complexity of the organizational environment and the mismatch 
between the fee and volunteer-based model of membership in Jewish organizations and the 
immigrants’ distaste for membership organizations in general. In both the U.S. and Germany, 
Jewish communal organizations found it challenging to work with a group that resisted accepted 
forms of membership and affiliation. Sophia, who arrived from Gomel, Belarus at the age of 
eleven in Brooklyn with her parents, sent me a note after the conclusion of our interview to 
reinforce this point. She wrote:  
I was telling my parents about our conversation and we got on the topic of "community." 
My father made this point. He said that growing up in the USSR, community was 
enforced. You had to become part of one youth group, then another, and then part of the 
party if you wanted to get anywhere in life. For him, to not be a part of an organization is 
wonderful thing, and a freedom he exercises.  
It was a point that I hadn't heard before and it makes complete sense. Thought you may 
find it interesting as well. [R206] 
 
Jewish communal organizations attempted to engage immigrants whose conception of agency 
and self-expression ran counter to their membership model. Their resistance to understanding 
immigrants on their own terms, as discussed in the background chapter (see page 21-22), 
undoubtedly hampered their efforts, but as Victoria and Sophie said, these organizations faced an 
uphill battle regardless. Despite Victoria’s surprise and disappointment with the Jewish 
communal organization’s orientation to immigrants, at the time of our interview she was deeply 
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involved at the UJA Federation of New York, volunteering her time to organize networking and 
fundraising events. While she is exceptional in her activism as well as her background, having 
been exposed to workings and logic of Jewish organizations throughout her childhood via youth 
programs in which she participated, her readiness to contribute time and money reflects the 
acculturation of the 1.5 and second-generations. Their parents’ reticence towards membership 
was not echoed in these interviews. The interviewees typically shared specific reasons for 
avoiding Jewish organizations, rather than an aversion to “enforced community” to paraphrase 
Sophie’s father. 
Organizations as Points of Access 
For some immigrants, Jewish communal organizations provided access to a wealth of 
financial, cultural and networking resources, like for Eva. She arrived in 1995 as a toddler of 
three years of age with her parents and grandmother from a small city in southwestern Ukraine. 
She recalls what she knew about their initial arrival in the U.S. and the family’s living and 
working arrangements: “There [was] this program called NYANA, like this immigration thing;  
and for six months we lived in the city. And they paid for it – we had a hotel, they paid 
for it; they gave, like, I guess stipends for food. And they gave, I guess the very basic 
jobs, I guess – I’m not even sure. But yeah, they helped us out for six months and then 
my dad – I remember that it was awful. I remember after the city, we moved into this 
building right here, and it was just – there was roaches and it was just really old and just 
torn apart. But we knew it was a stepping stone. And my dad was a paper boy, he was 
delivering papers. And my mom helped him, and I don’t think she was working. I think 
she was maybe – I think she was – they were both enrolled in English classes and my 
grandma watched me. And my aunt – my aunt and my cousin, they were already here, so 
they kind of helped. [R231] 
 
Many who arrived in this wave to the U.S. stayed with family upon arrival or received 
assistance from them to find housing within weeks. Her aunt’s family had arrived in the U.S. a 
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few years earlier and living in the Bensonhurst neighborhood in Brooklyn, but they could offer 
limited financial support. Eva’s parents relied on NYANA but took direction from their relatives. 
Eva’s family moved there as well, living in close proximity to a well-established and immigrant-
oriented Jewish community center, the Marks Jewish Community House of Bensonhurst – 
Brooklyn JCC (JCH). Even once the family’s immediate material needs were addressed, Eva’s 
family remained in touch with the JCH. Eva participated in programs there throughout her 
childhood. She described the programming and participants at a JCH camp she took part in high 
school and into college. 
Eva: [A]after sophomore year of high school they allowed you to be counselors. So I 
started working as a camp counselor. And that’s like five or six summers; like, from 14 or 
13 to 19 or 20.  
 Koby: What did you do as a counselor? 
Eva: I had my own group of kids. For the first four summers I had kids with two or three 
other counselors, and we went on trips, we did activities – basically, we watched them 
from nine to five.  
Koby: How is the JCH’s camp different from another camp, from a non-JCH camp? 
[231] 
Eva: …It’s predominantly Russian Jews, and I haven’t been to any other camp. But I 
mean, I’ve seen – I mean, we passed by Yeshiva camps and those are very Jewish. But 
the ones here that we went to, they just touched upon Jewish culture, and there was no 
really – no Torah learning at all. It was more of just, I guess, a little bit of history, a little 
bit of culture. They tried to impart that.  
We had that holiday, Tisha B’Av [a significant fast day], I think falls in the summer, and 
so we always had a ceremony. We always did an activity for Shabbat on Fridays. And 
even – like a lot of kids weren’t Russian Jews, they were like Russian – Russians, or like 
Christians and they were still a part of everything. And we always explain to parents that 
it is a Jewish camp so we’ll touch upon Jewish things. And by no means do your kids 
have to follow it. Just sit there quietly and respect just, whatever, take it all in. So we had 
Jewish education as part of our activities. And we did some cool project, we learned 
about Moses and like – and also we learn about the flood and learned about – like all 
these basic stories.  
 Koby: What proportion of the camp were the ‘Russian-Russians’?  
Eva: There was always a few. I don’t know, I would say maybe in a group they would be 
like – if it’s like an average group of I’d say 12 kids, it’s a three. There would be like 
three or four Russian-Russians.  
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Koby: Okay. What was the kind of the most exciting part of the camp; the most 
entertaining part of the camp for you? 
Eva: The trips and overnight trips. We went to Six Flags [an amusement park]. We had 
overnights, to D.C. We also went to Hershey, Pennsylvania, and Baltimore. They were 
really cool trips. [R231] 
 
The programming at the JCH is characteristic of a community center rather than a 
religious organization, placing Jewish culture and history at the center of their educational and 
programmatic activities. They largely served Jewish campers but admitted non-Jewish ones as 
well. In this way, perhaps, the JCH also cultivated trust with immigrants like Eva, who expressed 
skepticism of other organizations like the religiously-oriented Russian American Jewish 
Experience [RAJE] or the Israel heritage program Birthright saying, “I always had this feeling 
that their motive is to just get us together to mate. That’s their motive – I feel like all these 
Birthright things, are for us to meet nice Jewish guys, and then get together…” [R231 #1:20:36#] 
The JCH integrated the religious calendar into the camp program, working their fun-filled 
schedule around this somber day. Tisha B’av is a day of religious observance, commemorating 
the destruction of ancient Temples as well as other national tragedies. However, in contrast to 
camps organized by Yeshivas, Eva points out that the JCH did not emphasize the study of Jewish 
texts and law or enforce ritual observance, which allowed them to more easily accommodate 
both non-Jewish and Russian-speaking Jewish participants. Moreover, the diversity of the 
campers likewise did not hinder the JCH in cultivating a sense of group identity among Russian-
speaking Jewish participants. Eva shared that her experience at the camp “…just made me feel  
like being a Russian Jew is just a very – it’s very special, I guess. And that our people did 
– people went through a lot. And I mean, they didn’t really talk about Soviet Jewry, like 
Sharansky and everything. I learned all about that later in college. But it just made me 
realize that – I don’t know – like Russian Jews are very special. We have both worlds in 
one … 
 Koby: Both worlds of what? 
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Eva: Like Russian and then Jewish. So we had very – we also had like a Shlichim 
[staffers from Israel] that came from Israel and they spent the summer with us. And some 
of them were Israeli Jewish but they tried to be Russian speakers. And a lot of our staff 
were Russian, mostly Russian Jews. And there were just a lot of really interesting people, 
and it was really cool. It made me realize how unique, special, how cool we are. And I 
noticed that Russian Jews are very, very ambitious. Like we’re very – go-getters, the 
doctors, lawyers and they’re all over Hollywood. It’s a very nice feeling, you know, like 
we’re an accomplished group of people. We’re not known to be just doing nothing, and 
we’re always doing something.  
 Koby: You said that you learned about Sharansky and Soviet Jewry in college.  
Eva: Yeah, through Hillel. I went to the GA? Yeah the General Assembly (GA) in New 
Orleans, and they touched upon – and he was actually the speaker! I had no idea who he 
was, and everybody was like no big deal, and who is this guy, you know. Now I’m like, 
oh, okay that’s pretty – and then I did this program called RAJE.  
 Koby: Yeah. 
Eva: And they were all about that, so they definitely incorporated what he did and 
everything he went through to the sessions – in the RAJE sessions. [R231#0:27:19#] 
 
JCH did what organizations do – they organized, and in doing so facilitated Eva’s self-
discovery. Sustained interaction with different Russian-speaking Jews in one place allowed Eva 
to identify common characteristics among fellow immigrants who share her family’s story of 
immigration and have acquired a degree of fluency in the same native tongue. She takes pride in 
their being “really interesting” and admires their “go-getter” inclination. This realization 
constitutes a personal revelation of sorts, challenging the image of Russian-speaking immigrants 
she has known. Although her parents’ story was one of struggle and success, she seems to view it 
in terms of the former rather than the latter. Her father had moved from working as an engineer 
before emigration to a paper boy early on and then became a computer programmer for large 
bank until the 9/11 attacks when, after being laid-off, he re-trained as an MRI technician. Her 
mother had been a doctor in Ukraine, and she worked as an imaging technician in New York. 
Her father had mastered English, although her mother still struggled with the language. Her 
parents, despite their struggles and tribulations, had also “always [been] doing something”. 
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Eva’s participation in the JCH nurtured a sense of group belonging, of groupness, 
familiarized her with both Jewish and Soviet Jewish history, and helped her identify the attitudes 
and behaviors of immigrants like herself. She was introduced to many other Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrants in her neighborhood and elsewhere as well. In many respects, Eva’s 
experience at the JCH was ideal: its activities nurtured her identity as a Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrant and facilitated the development of a community with others like her. Reflecting the 
contours of the ethnic identity of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, a well-developed sense 
of group belonging did not necessarily translate into endogamous partnering. Her boyfriend of a 
few years at the time of the interview was “a guy who is just Russian; he’s not Jewish” though 
“…all his friends are Russian Jews. [R231 #1:23:57#] Among the things they have in common is 
that “[h]e spends a lot of time with his family – and that’s nice.” She recalled one summer get-
together in particular to illustrate the congenial and familial atmosphere they prize as well. “And 
so, they invite me over sometimes and it’s just really nice… I remember I went to his parents’  
friends’ house with them, and they were Ukrainian – Ukrainian like Ukrainian. And I’m 
like, okay. You know, I mean – I don’t really know that many people like that. So, I 
come in there’s like automatically there are crosses everywhere and Jesus – And I’m like, 
interesting! [laughs] But then there were also Jews there and it’s like we’re all there just 
eating, just talking. And I remember the man – the dad of the house – the man of the 
house, whatever, the husband, he was like, ‘You know, this is really great.’ They had an 
end-of-summer cook out, like just a barbecue. He was like, ‘You know, it’s really great’. 
It’s like just be together, no matter what religion we are and what we believe in. Just 
hangout and have a good time. It’s really nice... [R231#1:06:45#] 
 
Her experience underscores that the salient features of Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants are distinctive relative to their native-born peers yet are also shared by many others, 
often immigrants, who similarly emphasize communitarian values and experiences. 
Organizations facilitate interaction among people who otherwise likely would not meet, and 
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make available ideas, information and experiences they may not encounter elsewhere. Eva 
benefits from the diversity of Jewish organizations in New York City. She finds an organization 
able to guide her in developing an understanding and appreciation of being a Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrant. The JCH differs from other organizations, like the religiously-oriented RAJE, 
in its willingness to accommodate non-Jewish participants, and proves better suited to Eva’s 
interests and background.  
Conditions of membership 
For immigrants like Eva, participation in Jewish communal organizations enabled her to 
fashion an ethnic identity that suits her background, interests and commitments. Erik’s 
experience serves as a useful contrast to hers. Erik’s family immigrated from Moscow to 
southern Germany in 1991, when Erik was 3 years old. They lived in Karlsruhe for nearly a 
decade before his father’s work prompted the family to relocate to Berlin. He reported that while 
his parents became members of the Jewish community in Karlsruhe soon after arrival, they 
decided against doing so when they moved to Berlin. 
Koby: When your parents arrived, did they affiliate with the Jüdische Gemeinde in 
Karlsruhe? 
 Erik: Ah-huh. 
 Koby: They were members there? 
 Erik: They were members in the Gemeinde. 
 Koby: And then when they came to Berlin too? 
Erik: Nuh-uh. Then no longer. I think, honestly, that membership was too expensive for 
them. 
 Koby: Too expensive here? 
Erik: You have to pay ‘church taxes’ when you’re a member here, and they are a bit 
expensive. 
 Koby: But in Karlsruhe they weren’t? 
Erik: They were. I think that in Karlsruhe they were also, but in Karlsruhe they were 
simply involved from the very start. And I think that it was really that as they came to 
Berlin – they had never been so involved in a Gemeinde before – they then said to 
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themselves, that it was simply too expensive. My parents are not at all religious, you need 
to know. And they’re rather atheists. We’re not that connected to it. 
 Koby: Do you know in what ways they were involved in Karlsruhe? 
Erik: So, what I remember was that they were at the Jüdische Gemeinde rather often, 
really every weekend. I know too, that I myself, I went to the Jewish camps during the 
school breaks. I did that two or three times. I had religion class that I took part in at the 
Gemeinde as a kid. 
 Koby: Where did you take part [in the camps]? 
 Erik: At Bad Sobenheim. 
 Koby: Okay. 
Erik: I know that I was there two or three times, but I don’t remember exactly. I think it 
was two times, yeah. It’s some kind of camp for kids during the school break, when 
you’ve got something to do the entire time. You play some kind of games, go on hikes, 
go camping, go to amusement parks, it’s really focused on having a good time. It’s a lot 
of fun. 
 Koby: And how were religion classes?67 
Erik: I think I also found them interesting. So, I think I enjoyed them. And they were 
both about religion and learning the Hebrew language. I also had a good time there. 
Koby: And the other students [in the religion classes], were they from your school or 
from other schools? 
Erik: No, no, they were all from the Jüdische Gemeinde. That is to say there were all 
from the Gemeinde in Karlsruhe, but they were from different schools in Karlsruhe. They 
all came together at the Gemeinde. [R113 well before #00:29:50#] 
 
Like Eva, Erik’s family was involved in their local Jewish communal organization from 
the start. He frequented it, enjoying the opportunity to learn and spend time with others. He 
describes how he lost interest in Jewish communal events around the time his family moved to 
Berlin when he was about 12 years old. He explains that his interests changed independently of 
his parents’ decision not to register with the Gemeinde, although a lack of membership would 
have made it difficult to take part in the Jugendzentrum or to attend the camps he described 
earlier. I asked him to share his perspective on the move and their community involvement: 
                                                 
67 Students in Germany take religion or ethics classes as part of the school curriculum. Some Federal states offered 
classes in Jewish religion, which many interviewees elected to attend. Other states offered ethic classes when the 
religion class offering was limited to only Catholicism or Protestantism (Evangelical) religion. 
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Koby: And did [your involvement] end because your parents weren’t in the Gemeinde 
anymore? Or did you no longer have an interest in it? 
Erik: So, I think, that it was a reason [I stopped going], because I was really 11, 12, or 13 
years old and other things were interesting to me, like, what do I know, sports or girls. 
And I didn’t make an active effort. I am sure, had I been in the Gemeinde at that point, I 
would have been connected there in some capacity until today. 
Koby: You never went to the Jugendzentrum or, something different, did you go on 
Taglit, the trip to Israel? 
 Erik: No. [R113#00:35:16#] 
 
Erik places himself rather than his parents or community organizations at the center of his 
explanation, describing how his interests changed. Moreover, he elaborates that had he 
endeavored to remain active after the move, he likely would have been. Notably again, he 
assigns no role to his parents’ decision to move or abstain from becoming members, and later in 
the interview expanded on this point as well, connecting his past experiences to the present: 
Let me put it this way, I think that there are two possibilities, either you have, like my 
parents for example do, a very, very active social circle of Jewish friends – for certain 
holidays they will be invited by their friends, and there they’ll also have the customary 
traditions, and ritual so to speak, that animate the holiday. They’ll eat only kosher, and so 
on and so on. And they naturally pick up things about Jewish life even though they aren’t 
part of the Gemeinde. For me, I don’t have a large circle of Jewish friends, and so the 
Gemeinde would have been, I think, one of the few opportunities to witness a really 
active Jewish life. I mean, clearly, you also mentioned, there are other events, theater 
performances, readings – but much of it is in coordination with the Gemeinde, I 
believe… So for me, I think, that if I were to want to live Jewishly, I would actually have 
to participate actively in the Gemeinde. [R113#01:10:10-5#] 
 
His parents did not need much assistance in cultivating a Jewish social circle. The move 
from Karlsruhe to Berlin, despite being on different sides of the country, did not appear to hinder 
these relationships. Erik’s parents registered with the Gemiende as a matter of course when they 
arrived in Karlsruhe, whether by choice or by as a requirement of resettlement. Even as their 
incomes rose, they remained members. However, the move to Berlin meant they would have to 
re-register with the Gemeinde, which led them to review the considerable cost of membership. 
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Erik and Eva’s paths diverge part by chance, but also by design. The Gemeinde subscribes to a 
membership fee model, where members pay a large fee and have access to services. The JCH 
and other Jewish Community Centers in the U.S. have largely adopted a fee-for-service model. 
They operate more like a commercial business with multiple lines of revenue than a synagogue, 
which relies largely on dues and donations – although they too undertake fundraising whether 
directly or through umbrella organizations like the UJA.  
Erik departs Gemeinde activities as he enters his teenage years, around the same age 
when Eva began to flourish. Her involvement there allowed her to learn about herself and 
develop as an adolescent. She builds networks and discovers what is meaningful to her about the 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrant community. By contrast, Erik describes living “Jewishly” in 
terms of traditions and rituals that are foreign to him. Erik underlines that he lacks the ethnic 
social connections his parents enjoy. Erik shared with me that his Jewish network connections 
outside of his immediate family consisted at the time of the interview largely of one friend, 
whom he met in middle school upon arrival in Berlin and with whom he has remained in touch. 
This friend, indeed, introduced me to Erik. However, when we compare his experience with 
Eva’s what he may also have missed was a space in which to discover, explore and appreciate 
what group belonging entails, on his own terms. Berlin hosts more formal religious Jewish 
communities, of various affiliations and styles, than any other city in Germany and many of them 
outside of the auspices of the official Gemeinde. It also is home to many non-religious Jewish 
organizations and grassroots initiatives that are not found in the number or diversity elsewhere in 
the country. Ironically, one must often be affiliated with one of these groups to easily learn of 
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others, such that those with existing co-ethnic network connections know of opportunities 
available to them, while those without them are, like Erik, uncertain of even where to begin. 
Common group membership serves as the tie that bring together people who may not live 
in the same area, hold the same beliefs, or have studied in the same schools. Organizations 
activate this relationship by creating a place and reason for them to meet. The need for such 
spaces may have been greater in Germany, where the Russian-speaking Jewish immigrant 
community, and Jewish community more generally, was smaller and not densely settled. To 
some degree, the community overcame this challenge through centralized services, like the 
summer and winter camps, described in these interviews. No one local Gemeinde had the 
financial and programmatic resources to offer services of this quality or accommodate this 
number of participants, but a national organization like the ZWST could. However, as Erik’s 
experience demonstrates, the threshold for entry was higher than it would have been in the U.S. 
Yet, beyond the opportunity to socialize with others, community organizations, at their best, aid 
immigrants in attributing meaning to their group attachment. The JCH was a place Eva learned 
about Jewish history and tradition, but also came to recognize the attitudes, behaviors and values 
of other immigrants like her. Some immigrants of the 1.5 and second-generations find this space 
in the home, others in the synagogue, school, theater group or music festival. Jewish communal 
organizations represent an important potential resource, but as the sections that follow describe, 
many did not encounter or engage with them. 
Participation in Organizations as a Minority Experience 
Eva’s experience illustrates the sustained support she and her family received from a 
Jewish organization through much of her childhood and adolescence; the organization’s offering 
278 
 
and orientation adjusted to meet their needs as they changed. Yet, among those interviewed for 
this study, hers did not represent the typical experience. For many young immigrants and their 
families, the relationship with Jewish communal organizations is distant and marked by 
infrequent interaction, if any at all. In Germany, experiences across the country varied little in 
this regard. Nicholas arrived in Germany from Odessa when he was four years old and settled in 
a small German city near the border with France and Belgium: 
Koby: …and when you were in school, during your childhood, did you take part in any 
activities at the Gemeinde? 
 Nicholas: No, none at all. 
Koby: You didn’t go to the Jugendzentrum [youth programming center], or to a Machane 
[camp] or any workshops? 
Nicholas: You don’t really have that in Trier either. Jewish life there is very, very 
limited, very small, if only because of the size of the city. And no, there wasn’t any of 
that. I don’t believe there was. 
 Koby: What about dance group, choir or chess club? 
Nicholas: Hmm, nah. There wasn’t any of that, I don’t think. I also didn’t look to find 
about it. 
Koby: And what about from the ZWST, the national [rather than local] organization, the 
arm of the Zentralrat that organizes camps in the summer and winter. Did you take part in 
any of their activities? 
 Nicholas: No. [R120#00:27:32-9#] 
 
Igor who arrived in 1995 at the age of eleven from Moscow and was settled, with his 
parents, in the east of Germany relates a typical experience. 
Koby: So you were never at the Gemeinde, never at any events or one of their groups? 
 Igor:   I have never been there. [R138#00:40:39-5#] 
 
The absence of an ongoing relationship with Jewish organizations during their childhood 
was true of many of those interviewed in the U.S. as well. Tonya, a young woman in her mid-20s 
grew up in Queens after her family moved when she was four years old from Chelyabinsk in the 
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Ural Mountains to NYC in late 1991. She recalled how few initiatives by Jewish organizations 
gained traction among immigrant families like her own. 
 Koby: Did you guys go to the synagogue in Queens? 
 Tonya: No. Maybe once or twice but no. 
 Koby: Did you have a bat mitzvah? 
 Tonya: No, I had a big party. 
 Koby: Okay. 
 Tonya: I never went to Hebrew school.  
 Koby: Okay. 
Tonya: I never wanted to. Nobody made me. It seems like it's kind of stupid, I mean, like 
as an adult now, right? It seems like it's stupid anyway to go to Hebrew school for like 
two years to memorize a portion of the Torah, not learn Hebrew, and then like recite it for 
money basically, you know. [00:42:10.18] 
 Koby: I like that, like a two-line summary [00:42:13.08]  
Tonya: That is what it is. I mean, you know. So actually, there is a good article in the 
Atlantic or the Times I read something about how the synagogues are trying to change it 
and make it like more community service based and stuff which is more interesting to me 
but why am I gonna pay this synagogue like to memorize a portion of text that I don't 
understand. You know, I mean, that's like really the crux of it for me. Like, they don't 
teach them the Hebrew, they just teach them like a line, but I went to so many bar and bat 
mitzvahs, everybody's. [R210#00:42:13.08#] 
 
Learning a text made little sense to her. In the social context of the native-born 
community, its synagogues and Hebrew schools, even limited and incomplete knowledge of a 
foreign language constituted a form of cultural capital. Rather the experience of learning and 
performing enables youth to signal to their peers that they are part of the in-group, in this case 
American Jews. Despite her participation in many bar and bat mitzvahs, to Tonya it all “seems… 
kind of stupid,” underscoring the persisting social distance between her and her native-born 
Jewish peers. 
Immigrants, schools and camps 
Schools and camps were places immigrant and native-born co-ethnics came together, and 
they offered the chance to explore the diversity of Jewish experience, practice and identity. Yet 
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not infrequently young immigrants came away from the encounter with a greater sense of 
estrangement and dislocation. Tonya, whom we met above, paints a discouraging picture of her 
initial summer camp experience in the U.S. 
 Koby: What summer camps did you go to? 
Tonya: I went, first I went to, when I was very little, when I was like 7 I went to what 
must have been like a Fresh Air type of thing and I don't remember where it was or 
anything like this, but I know that it was subsidized or whatever and I went 3 weeks and I 
loved it. And then, the next year, my parents had more money, so they sent me to Jew 
camp, which I like hated. [00:32:02] I got, I got kind of bullied there for not being Jewish 
enough, which was like, you know, in retrospect, when it was happening I was like so 
upset but in retrospect I'm like "Are you still… like really?", you know, for not being 
Jewish enough? That seems like a really crazy thing to be bullied for. And then I went to 
Camp Hill Top for like 6 or 7 years which was excellent. It's in the Catskills and it's just 
like, you know, like a regular all-around summer camp. Like, there's swimming and 
horses and like whatever bikes, hiking, you know, like all the things you would've expect, 
it's not a specialized one. Yeah, so that was great. I loved camp. [R210] 
 
Campers questioned whether Tonya was Jewish, whether she was like them or whether 
she should be attending that camp on account of her being of immigrant background. It was not 
only children who were unprepared to navigate differences between their backgrounds and 
experiences and those of others. Adults too struggled to appreciate the lives of young 
immigrants, as Yuri relates. He arrived with his parents and grandparents from St. Petersburg at 
the age of five and settled in the Midwood area of Brooklyn. His parents enrolled him in a local 
orthodox Jewish elementary school, impressed by the reputation of a Russian-speaking math 
instructor who taught there. Initially, in fact, Yuri enjoyed the school, but soon grew to dislike it. 
Koby: You said you hated every minute of school. It sounds like it wasn't that bad, so you 
thought to be a rabbi? 
Yuri: That was early on, like, maybe like through second grade. But pretty soon I really 
kind of stopped being into that and I remember this one moment, there was this candy 
that was always on commercials called Push Pop and I was like, that was one of those 
things I see it on the commercial and I can't have it because we didn't have money, we 
only buy things that are on sale, right, and this one time I was, I don't remember why but 
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for some reason I took my mom to a convenience store before getting to school, before 
getting to a school bus and I saw Push Pop and I asked her if I can have it and she got it 
for me, which is like crazy cause I've never had it when I was a kid and I was as happy as 
I could be with this Push Pop and I ate in on the school bus and I was like still sucking on 
it when I got to school, I was at class sucking on it and then teacher comes over and asks 
me if it's kosher and I'm like 'I don't know, it's candy' and she took it away from me, I 
was half way through it only, and she took it away and threw it in the garbage cause it 
wasn't kosher and I think, I know it's a minor thing but I, to me that was big cause... 
[R225 00:16:06]  
 
Sucking on the lollipop meant more to Yuri than just indulging in a sugary sweet. It 
represented a momentary respite from the poverty that shadowed his family’s early years; a 
chance to indulge in the America he saw around him but that otherwise seemed out of his reach. 
To Yuri it was one more way in which the religious school was out of step with its immigrant 
students. A few minutes later in the interview he relates that “the older I got, like 4th grade, 5th 
grade, the more frustrated I got with the fact that it was a boys-only school. In karate there were 
girls and I didn't know how to talk to them cause it was weird, like I was looking, like again I 
watched TV or talked to people who, you know, went to English schools, like, I didn't know how 
to interact with girls, like I never got that opportunity until the 6th grade and it was the biggest 
shock of my life.” [R225 #00:18:02#] The school’s expectations and practices remained foreign 
to immigrant students like Yuri even after years of enrollment. 
Some Jewish communal organizations retreated from the challenge of working with 
immigrant youth. Accommodating students with little or no background in Jewish learning 
required additional planning and resources. Ivan’s parents sought to enroll him in a yeshiva but 
were turned away. Ivan arrived from Minsk in 1989 with his parents and three siblings. He was 
four and they settled in Kensington, Brooklyn. After attending a local, public elementary school, 
he was assigned to attend a middle school elsewhere. The elementary school was racially and 
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ethnically diverse, but the student body in the middle school was predominantly African 
American and in a different area. His parents resisted the move and investigated alternatives, 
including sending him to an Orthodox Jewish school, a yeshiva. However, they were rebuffed. 
He related the experience as follows: “When I was going from elementary to junior high school,  
my father actually tried to get me into a yeshiva. I remember there was a new yeshiva on 
Avenue...I want to say L or P something like that and I went for an interview with the 
rabbi and they didn't accept me. #00:40:08-3#  
 Koby: Why not?  #00:40:04-7#  
Ivan: I believe that the rabbi's answer was that I was so far behind in my Jewish studies 
that he would have to put me into a remedial class and it wouldn't have been fair to me.  
Because like...you know...I was kind of well-rounded with math and science, you know 
and everything I got, apart from Hebrew. On the religious side I would have been so far 
behind and so they said it wouldn't have been a good fit for me. #00:40:47-5#  
Koby: Why did your dad want to put you into a yeshiva.  This was after, I mean by the 
time you were junior high school, what you're twelve.  You guys had been there for 8 
years.  Why suddenly a yeshiva? #00:40:59-6#  
 Ivan: Why? #00:41:02-5#  
 Koby: Yeah. #00:41:04-9#  
 Ivan: You want to hear the real reason? #00:41:07-1#  
 Koby: Yeah. #00:41:07-5#  
Ivan: Okay. I was zoned...my zone school was...was something...the demographics 
were...were mostly African American and it wasn't a really good school by reputation.  
So...so [my father]'s like, as an alternative he tried to get me into a Jewish school.  You 
know, cause you can assume that the demographics would have been... I don't want to say 
that my parents were racist, but then again, I don't think they would have had a problem if 
it was a black school, but it was in a bad neighborhood. #00:42:01#  
 Koby: Yeah.  Where did you end up going? #00:42:06-1#  
 Ivan: They saw that I would have probably had an issue with it. #00:42:06-0#  
Koby: And that would have been more of an issue academically, that the level wouldn't 
have high enough, or that you were already having issues transitioning?  
Ivan: Confrontations.  Yeah.  So, I ended up going to that school and sure enough, I was 
getting into fights.   #00:42:26-2#  
 Koby: Oh yeah? #00:42:28-2#  
Ivan: Oh yeah.  My sixth grade which is first year of junior high, I was getting into fights.  
And I wasn't really successful at fighting so I got my ass kicked a lot.  So then after I got 
whooped enough times, they sent me to...well they put in a request to have me transferred 
to another school and they sent me to... to [another] junior high school [R208#00:43:02-
4#]… [whose] demographics were mostly Italian. #00:43:14-4#  
 Koby: …And how was that? #00:43:38-3#  
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Ivan: How was that?  Still had fights.  It’s just that the slammers over there were Italians.  
#00:43:41-0# … Yeah because I remember I was having fights in school.  And it wasn't 
because I was Jewish, it was because I was Russian. #00:43:54-1#  
Koby: Okay and was that the same reason when you were at the earlier school?  The one 
that was primarily black? #00:44:00-9#  
 Ivan: Yeah.  Yeah. So it was weird. #00:44:02-3#  
 Koby: …What made you vulnerable? #00:44:22-4#  
Ivan: I was the only Russian kid in the class.  There were 2 or 3 Spanish kids and one 
Black kid.  And the rest were either Italian or Sicilian.  And they made that distinction, 
they were either Italian or Sicilian.... Yeah, they felt it was very different.  Italians were 
not Sicilians. [R208#00:44:46-6#] 
 
While many Jewish schools offered to enroll Russian-speaking Jewish immigrant youth, 
in many cases incentivizing them with a year of free tuition, Ivan’s experience illustrates the 
challenge of integrating immigrant students into the student body and accommodating them in 
the curriculum, a challenge that as Tonya’s experience illustrates was not particular to Jewish 
schools or religious organizations. Ivan’s strong academic background and weak preparedness in 
Jewish studies was quite typical. And his case illustrates the complexity Jewish organizations 
faced: enrolling students without the proper support made it challenging for them to succeed, as 
cases earlier illustrated; turning youth away at times meant leaving them to manage to navigate 
difficult school environments themselves. Ironically, a Jewish school may have been a 
particularly appropriate for a student like Ivan who in elementary school felt “everybody knew 
who they were. For me, it was kind of weird because... to the Jews, I'm like never Jewish 
enough.  To the Russians, I was Jew.  To the Americans, I was a Russian.  So, I always had a 
hard time really affiliating myself with any one group.” [R208 #00:16:57#] A Jewish school may 
have offered him a protective social environment, given that his frequent fisticuffs appeared to 
result from being in the ethnic minority, whether due to his inability to adjust or his peers’ 
refusal to accept him. Ivan’s difficulties outside of the classroom ended once he left middle 
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school. In high school he took up football and played wide receiver, presumably having suffered 
enough on the losing end of school yard fights.  
Conclusion 
Jewish communal organizations recognized that Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants 
spoke a different language and provided language courses; the immigrants had little money upon 
arrival and were provided aid in finding housing, jobs and securing health care and training; they 
had little experience with religious Judaism and were they often connected to Jewish schools and 
synagogues. While some younger Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants to both the U.S. and 
Germany participated in Jewish cultural, and social programs or religious services, many did not. 
Their hazy recollections, if any at all, of their interaction with Jewish organizations around the 
time of arrival, indicates that in the U.S., American Jews, and their organizations, remain largely 
unfamiliar, and distant. In Germany, the Jüdische Gemeinde often appeared fraught with internal 
divisions and politics that many immigrants, new to the social and cultural life of Jewish 
communities in Germany, found off-putting. The implication is that these organizations have 
often not served as meeting places for these younger immigrants, either to interact with native-
born Jewish peers, who in Germany quickly comprised the minority of community members, or 
other immigrant peers.   
Social ties can develop by design, as the cases of grandparents in the last chapter 
illustrate. The configuration of family relations present at immigration depends on opportunity as 
much as interest or effort as immigration policy affects the form and strength of family ties. 
Organizations function in part to create access to opportunities, offering a setting that facilitates 
the cultivation of network connections. These relationships ready the ground for action, fostering 
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contact among members, and congregating those with similar backgrounds or interests. The 
experience of people like Eva is indicative of the uneven results of the interaction of the 1.5 and 
second-generations and Jewish communal institutions. While her years-long relationship with the 
JCH produced the central stage on which she developed her sense of what it means to be a 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrant in her teenage years and catalyzed the development of 
friendships with others like her, it did little to cultivate her identity as an American Jew. In fact, 
her conceptualization of what it means to be an American more easily accommodated her 
identity and experiences, than that of American Jew. I broached the topic in the interview as 
follows, “Do you – so how does American fit into the equation? Do you think of yourself as an 
American? 
Eva: In a way yes, because I was raised here. But I just feel like New York isn’t America. 
I just feel that way because it’s like, it’s so unique and specific. I’ve seen America. I’ve 
been to New Orleans and Georgia. And that just – I don’t know what I would do there. 
But I’m aware New York is in America – so it’s just that I don’t know. I feel like 
America – it’s just like, there’s no [one] way to be American. I just feel like everything is 
… 
 Koby: Do you relate to American Jews? 
Eva: I met some and I tried to talk to them, and I don’t know, for some reason it didn’t 
click that well.  
 Koby: Where did you meet them? 
Eva: My friend and I were at this program called Menorah or something through NYU. 
And it was only American Jews. And then I went to Albany with him, like a lot of 
Americans in Albany in a certain fraternity. Then I met these fraternity brothers who 
were also American Jews, and I don’t know. I just got – I just didn’t really click with 
them at all. I just – I don’t know. [R231] 
 
She found it difficult to forge a relationship with American Jews after a few attempts. Her 
understanding of being an American is more capacious than that of being an American Jew. In 
her travels across the U.S. she has noticed that New York differs from other parts of the country 
and her conceptualization of American enables her to accommodate that diversity. However, her 
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experience with American Jews, and her observation that they differ from her, has not yielded 
the same conclusion, of an expansive identity of American Jew that can encompass both the 
native-born and immigrant experiences. If we view the social distance she feels from American 
Jews in terms of connectedness, it is more easily understood. She has few network ties with 
American Jews, evident by her limited interactions with them. Her inability to establish common 
ground with them, to feel at ease, to ‘click’, translates into a constrained experience of 
connectedness, which yields little identification with them. This experience was shared by many 
of those I interviewed in both the New York-area and Germany, who often had few friendships 
with native-born co-ethnics. The resulting paucity of shared network ties between native-born 
and immigrant peers constitutes a missed opportunity for both groups. Not only do immigrants 
change as they integrate, but the mainstream is also redefined as it opens up to, accepts and 
integrates new groups, as new assimilation theory argues (Alba & Nee 2003). In developing 
largely in isolation from one another, both immigrant and native-born Jews exclude a potent, 
influential force from their development, and the opportunity to have had a more pronounced 






Chapter 9: Groupness 
 
Introduction 
More often than not about mid-way through an interview the young immigrant sitting 
across from me took a break to offer a short lesson on what 'Jewish' meant in the Soviet Union. 
Being Jewish had little connection to religion, belief or practice, she would explain. It is a 
nationality, printed in passports in place of Ukrainian or Russian. Regardless whether the 
interview was taking place in Berlin or New York this part of the conversation varied little. They 
underlined that what it meant to be Jewish here was insufficient to narrate the experience of 
immigrants like her. Initially I was baffled, thinking perhaps that I had failed to impress upon 
them that I knew this. I realized, however, that I was viewed, naturally enough, primarily as an 
outsider, and so they did not assume I knew about their and their family’s experience. As this 
pedagogical interlude repeated in multiple interviews, I realized that my interview partners were 
also reacting to the insufficiency of the terms available to describe and make sense of the 
Russian-speaking Jewish experience. Daniel, who arrived in Germany from Dnepropetrovsk, 
Ukraine when he was 11, offered a prototypical explanation: 
To be Jewish, that means simply, to just say ‘Shalom’ [laughs]. And I think, it’s less 
about the formalities, observing certain traditions or rituals. It’s a lot more about an 
awareness of belonging to this nation, this ethnic group. For us, for Russian Jews, 
Judaism is less of a religion, but rather a nationality. That’s what you are as a person. 
That’s probably the difference between German and Russian Jews. The German Jews see 
it more as a religion; we feel it’s a nationality.68 [R150 #01:11:40#] 
 
                                                 
68 He uses the term ‘nationality’ in place of ethnicity, as nationality was the preferred term in the (post-)Soviet he 
was raised in, and ethnicity is employed as commonly as it is the U.S. 
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Some interviewees would underline that they indeed identified as Jewish despite lacking 
substantive knowledge or practice of being Jewish. They felt compelled to note this, because the 
measures by which being Jewish is evaluated, at least in part, in the U.S. and Germany assumes 
familiarity, if not fluency, in the group’s commonalities. For others conceptualizing it as a 
nationality, a term with a specific meaning in the Soviet Union, clashed with expectations that it 
falls under categories of religion or ethnicity. Laura, who came at the age of eight from Moscow 
to Berlin, related the reaction elicited when she identifies as ethnically, rather than religiously, 
Jewish: 
‘Jewish is not a nationality. It’s a religion. How can that be? So, what are you then? 
You’re not German.’ ‘No, I’m Jewish,’ she says. ‘You can only be Russian or German, 
you can’t be Jewish, it’s not a nationality.’ In Germany it’s a big problem, although in 
Russia not at all, because it’s a nationality in Russia, and so you don’t need to explain 
anything to anyone. It’s all understood with one word [laughs]. I find it a relief. They 
don’t have to care for it, but they understand it nonetheless. 
Koby: An advantage of nationality in Russia [laughs]. 
Laura: The single mini-mini-mini small, insignificant advantage. But here in Germany 
it’s such that ‘how can you use a religion to describe your nationality? That doesn’t work 
at all.’ [R119 #02:16:39#] 
 
Laura dramatizes the misalignment of language noting the irony of the ease with which 
Russian culture allows her to identify as Jewish, and the bewilderment and resistance she 
confronts in Germany. Regina, who arrived from Moscow to Berlin when she was three 
summarized what it means to be Jewish as the following: “that the most important thing is that 
you simply are aware.” I asked her to elaborate, 
Koby: of what? 





What these young immigrants share most visibly and emphatically with their proximal 
hosts, other Jews in the receiving context, is their association with the term Jewish, which for 
both native-born and immigrant Jews represents membership in a discrete, transnational, 
“imagined community”. This proves all the more important, because of their often-limited 
contact with organized Jewish communities today. This chapter explores what feeling a part of a 
group entails, both its significance and consequence, how the Soviet experience shaped it 
differently than it is experienced in Germany and the U.S. and illustrates its persistence among 
the 1.5 and second-generations of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants.  
The logic Regina offers, that group identity is primarily enacted through awareness, is 
expressed in Brubaker and Cooper’s term ‘groupness’. Groupness in this formulation is a sense 
of belonging to the group, an awareness of the existence of a social boundary. It offers no 
information about how the group differs in terms of descent, practice, belief or networks, and 
only that a social boundary is being approached or crossed. Belonging expresses a similar idea, 
yet invites the questions belonging to what? or to whom? Moreover, belonging suggests the 
question of how to belong, while groupness maintains its focus solely on the boundaries that 
structure the group. Brubaker and Cooper’s formulation offers a thin concept that alone does not 
constitute a fully dimensional identity, but enables us to identify and name groupness, and thus 
analyze it as a discrete ingredient constituting identity. Groupness in the Soviet Union benefited 
from a legal status, political organization, and cultural understanding that differed from how it 
was constructed and understood on the other side of the Iron Curtain. These conditions warrant 
an investigation of groupness independent of other component parts of ethnic identity, to which 
Brubaker and Cooper’s formulation uniquely lends itself. 
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On its face, feeling part of a group seems to require little definition. We all experience the 
difference in sensation when we are among those we know and know us than when we are 
among strangers. At home, for example, we do not just feel familial, but we are among parents, 
siblings or children whose relation to us is easily defined. The shared language, sensibilities and 
practices we experience when we are part of a group are all readily identifiable, and the feeling 
of being a part of a group appears like a wrapper enveloping all of the various elements of our 
identity in that setting. This is a more common and expected use of groupness and is more robust 
than what Brubaker and Cooper’s term encompasses. However, their slim formulation is 
particularly useful in examining Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, whose experience offer a 
unique opportunity to investigate groupness.  
Emotions and the cognitive approach 
Brubaker and Cooper describe groupness as “a sense of belonging” (2000) but offer little 
beyond that to advance our understanding of what is described. In part they need not, because 
this “sense” is a commonplace experience as social life invariably involves the inclusion and 
exclusion from social groups. “Sense” bears two, related meanings by which it may be 
understood: a cognitive experience as in an understanding, and a sensation as in a feeling. These 
are mutually complementary approaches. An emotional experience, like the ‘aha’ moment or 
exclamation (Eureka!), often accompanies learning, and sensation marks the production and 
accrual of cognitive understandings. Solving a difficult math problem may provoke a momentary 
emotion of frustration and then, hopefully elation. However, recalling the technique, once it has 
been learned, is experienced as a mundane cognitive activity. There are, however, other 
experiences of learning, often exceptional, whose emotional dimension remains salient long after 
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they have transpired, and the lesson learned. The frustration, anger, disgust or shame that we 
may experience after realizing we have been cheated repeats long after the event itself and well 
past the moment we first learned to be wary of deception.69 
Emotions signal that we are traversing a boundary that is meaningful. Sarah Ahmed 
(2013) proposes that emotions “create the very effect of an inside and an outside... [because] it is 
through emotions, or how we respond to objects and others, that surfaces or boundaries are 
made” (2013: 9-10). The classical sociological tradition views emotions as byproducts of intense 
social interaction and they constitute an influence of the group on the individual. The 
corresponding psychological approach understands them as originating within individuals and 
reflecting a person's interiority. Ahmed seeks to position emotions as, among other things, 
markers of boundaries rather than an influence of the group on the individual or the individual on 
him or herself. 70 The study of emotions in sociology focuses on how social forces shape 
emotions, like the meaning attached to the display of particular emotions or of emotions in 
general.71 
                                                 
69 Brubaker and Cooper’s conceptualization of groupness, of the experience of boundedness, is likely limited to its 
cognitive dimensions. Brubaker explicitly applies a cognitive approach to his work, emphasizing that not only does 
thinking occur through the construction of categories (2004: 71), focus attention on select and salient facets to make 
the social world intelligible, but that some of the schemas become hyperaccessible (78). They thus become the 
‘common sense’ by which we understand what is transpiring around us and the primary lens by which we interpret 
and make sense of our place in the unfolding of social life.  
70 My use of Ahmed’s theory is limited to her conceptualization of the boundaries emotions mark. She develops her 
approach further proposing that objects of emotion take on an affective value as they circulate (45), as it is the 
objects of emotion that circulate rather than the emotions themselves (10). Emotional responses to people or objects 
are thereby fashioned and learned after sustained repetition and exchange, or circulation. This latter proposition 
mirrors classical theories from which it sought to differentiate itself. Affective theory appears to merge the 
circulatory blueprint of Mead's classic Mind, Self and Society with Durkheim's emotionally charged and socially 
constituted conceptualization of the “collective effervescence”, albeit in doing so separates the agent and object.  
71 Arlie Hochschild pioneered the study of how emotional labor, managing how one acts and reacts, and thus “active 
ingredients in our rational behavior as well” (Hochschild 1975). Others have taken this further to investigate how 
emotion plays a role in coalescing group dynamics, and in particular the organization of social movements (Jasper 
1999). A related body of literature focuses on affect as a more general and inchoate form of sentiment, mood, and 
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Interviews with Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants of the 1.5 and second-generations 
often dealt with the emotional dimension of their group identity. With little exposure to the most 
visible and identifiable elements of Jewish identity, like Jewish institutions or religious Judaism, 
discussion of group identity often revolved around an attachment felt rather than one tethered to 
shared practices or attitudes. Ritualized practices or established beliefs, as two examples, offer a 
vocabulary of recognized meanings, associations and, more elementarily, words, through which 
to explain experiences, even when they deviate from those of others. Emotional encounters, by 
contrast, are more challenging to share, riddled with uncertainty whether others experienced 
them similarly and lacking an easily accessible set of terms with which to describe them.  
There are moments, however, when interviewees articulate what they feel and have 
experienced emotionally in ways that succeed in overcoming these hurdles. These exchanges 
enable the researcher to share what otherwise is commonly acknowledged among other 
interviewees but has escaped capture in words. These disclosures prove immensely valuable, 
although it is difficult to predict when they will arise. To the interviewer, they feel like one had 
come upon the fortuitous discovery of a single intact fossil. It illuminates the entirety of the 
structure of a creature that hitherto has been surmised only through the bits and pieces 
uncovered. Igor, for example, captured in word what many others interviewed grasped at. He 
arrived in 1995 at the age of eleven from Moscow and was settled, with his parents, in the east of 
Germany and discovered a sense of belonging in unexpected places and interactions. When we 
met in Frankfurt, where he now lives and works, he shared that:  
                                                 
also emotion, at times differentiating it from emotions, advancing the relevance of neuroscience to its study and 
focusing on the objects of those emotions. 
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Just recently I started thinking about this question, what it means for me, and in a certain 
way, I mean, [laughs] it’s crazy but I really have nothing at all to do with Israel, and with 
the Judaism nothing either, yet whenever I hear news about Israel or they do well in 
sports, I automatically feel happy for them, I have an inexplicable feeling of – almost of 
belonging or joy. And I say to myself ‘cool’ when I hear of someone who invented 
something or won a prize and I’ve noticed that it says that he’s Jewish, I’m simply glad. I 
don’t know exactly why but I feel this way, so I think it’s a certain unconscious, but for 
me surprising, highly emotional connection that I probably have, though completely 
subconsciously. That I’m Jewish plays no role at all in my everyday, it plays zero role 
and yet somehow it always been there [laughs]... Although I don’t know exactly what it 
means to me, I am a bit afraid that it will disappear completely without me having known 
exactly what was lost, because I don’t know at all what I have. It’s a very philosophical 
question... [R138_#01:10:40#] 
 
Igor’s surprise at his own reaction and his certitude of the connection he feels signals that 
he stumbled across a social boundary. Groupness indicates that a social boundary exists and that 
the person experiencing it sits inside this boundary. Some social ties resonate more than others 
and are meaningful in ways others may not be. His experience of being drawn to news and 
stories about other Jews, reflects more than an isolated feeling or mere curiosity. Kurt Lewin 
suggested that it is the “‘interdependence of fate’ rather than similarity or dissimilarity in 
characteristics of individuals” that served as the basis of groups (Lewin cited in Gordon 1964: 
30). These experiences present Igor with information with which he seems ill-equipped to 
reconcile. He instead turns to a psychological explanation, trying to square the strength and 
clarity of the relationship with his lack of experience with it. Igor’s Jewishness at once intimately 
felt yet foreign to him, and his Jewishness surfaces in this way, in part, because he confronts it 
alone. He has had little if any relationship with organized Jewish communities or established 
institutions. Igor’s articulation of his experience permits us to examine groupness alone, outside 




While he is reflective about these intermittent and ethnically related interactions, this 
experience is hardly unique to Igor. Our ears often tune into news about our hometown, or a 
company for which we once worked. We explain why we filter these bits of information out of 
the stream of news we encounter daily, because these are places or people with whom we shared 
something. In the language of Brubaker and Cooper, we explain the sense of groupness we feel 
using examples of shared experiences, commonality, or connection, connectiveness. The 
interconnected and overlapping resources that enable an identity to unfold often obscure the 
workings of groupness, which are largely emotional. In Igor’s case, these other elements of his 
identity do not have a robust presence. This enables him to more directly relate the contours of 
groupness, and at the same time leaves him without a vocabulary with which to discuss it.72 Igor 
succinctly summarizes the challenges an ethnic identity rooted solely in groupness poses and 
underlines the central place of a conceptualization and investigation of groupness in an analysis 
of group identity. Groupness plays a central, if seemingly nebulous or ephemeral, role both in 
how people experience identity and how it is conceptualized. His experience is not uncommon to 
many Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, even if the ability to articulate it often is. 
 
Groupness ascribed not achieved 
A stronger sense or awareness of belonging represents the byproduct of meeting with co-
ethnics and engaging in ethnic practices. While commonality can be cultivated like a garden or 
                                                 
72 Igor’s ability to recollect an emotional memory with candor, and replete with detail and examples was a rarity in 
the interviews I conducted. Perhaps his familiarity with straddling cultures to a greater degree than most of his 
immigrant peers, his mother being a French teacher, having focused on French throughout his schooling and even 
marrying a French woman, equipped him better than most. Interview partners would often search for words to 
describe what they felt and struggled to recall instances that illustrated them. 
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exercised like a muscle, groupness, in Brubaker and Cooper’s typology, eludes such easy 
development. It is not an outcome that can be achieved directly. It is a sense that develops over 
long stretches of time, measured in years and even generations rather than emerging after a 
semester of study, or at the end of a reading list. Tellingly, our sense of group membership often 
develops over the course of many years devoted intensively to learning how to be a member of a, 
or any, social group. Thus, while groupness is neither a given nor is it impervious to change, its 
development is both mediated by other factors, namely commonality and connectiveness, and its 
the rate of change is decidedly slow. In characterizing groupness, stability better describes than 
does change, invariability better than variability, and thus, for the purposes of this analysis, 
ascription more than achievement.  
Particularly in the case of ethnic identity, “one belongs because of who one is” (Margalit 
& Raz 1995: 84) with members recognized because of who they are, or often more accurately 
because of their parentage, rather than due to something they accomplished (ibid).73 Some may 
claim to be a ‘good’ or a ‘bad’ Jew, measuring their fidelity to the group’s beliefs and practices, 
but they do not question being Jewish. Particularly with regard to ethnicity, “[m]embership is a 
matter of belonging, not of achievement. One does not have to prove oneself, or to excel in 
anything, in order to belong and to be accepted as a full member....” (ibid).  Of course, groupness 
is not a genetic or otherwise inborn characteristic, but a constructed one. For example, 
                                                 
73 Brubaker and Cooper’s formulation of their theory on identity extends beyond ethnic identity. I would offer that 
professional identities, once attained, can operate similarly. I may claim that I am Sociologist. My interests or 
research may lead me to spend little time dealing with the theory or method of Sociology, but I could still claim to 
be, and be recognized as, a sociologist (although perhaps as a ‘bad sociologist’). Credentials in this case serve as 
similar function to parentage. 
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Durkheim’s ‘collective effervescence’, which likely represents the most robust expression of 
groupness, resulted from an orchestrated group activity. 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants in interviews with me never referred to themselves 
as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ Jews. They took care to explain the differences between how they and their 
non-immigrant peers relate to Judaism. For example, Irina, a student at a CUNY college whose 
family emigrated from Ukraine and was herself born in the U.S., took a moment to outline the 
difference between native born and Russian-speaking Jews. “In my opinion,” she started to 
explain and then interrupted herself to share this aside, “ -- the thing is, you might have like 
collected different information,” couching her understanding in light of others she knew I had 
already interviewed, 
but in my family, the thing that's different with Russian Jews is we don't--   like holidays, 
we don't celebrate them in like a religious way, it's very like cultural for Russian Jews. 
Not even holidays, but just being Jewish in its entirety, I can't ever recall a time where it 
was about religion, it was always, always, always about like tradition and culture and 
like, just like the history behind it. [R235 #00:40:06.25#] 
 
A counterpart in Germany, Inna, who arrived from Kiev at the age of 7 and settled near 
Dortmund at the northern edge of the German rust belt, in turn also explained that religion was 
absent from their lives prior to emigration.  
I only first understood what Judaism was when I came here, and my parents too. They 
first learned Jewish history and any knowledge about the religion, really very simple 
things like the holidays, what the Torah was, and lalala- knowing these kinds of things, 
we acquired the basics here. In the Soviet Union the only thing you knew about it was 
that you were Jewish, that you were discriminated against (laughs) that’s your Jewish 
stamp. You had no idea about tradition and religion, but rather that you were 
discriminated against, that you were a minority, a victim, and that you had to struggle 





Interviewees in both Germany and the U.S. underlined that their relationship with 
religion differed from that of native-born families. Only once they had departed the (former) 
Soviet Union, did they learn about a different way of being Jewish, one that references history, 
tradition and religion. As Inna notes, this encompasses “the basics”, the “really very simple” 
elements of Jewish literacy, emphasizing the difference between immigrants like her and her 
native-born co-ethnic peers. Moreover, her parents also learned of them at the same time she did. 
While parents and family might serve as important conduits in the transmission among their non-
immigrant peers, they could not for these forms of ethnic knowledge and practices. A 
rudimentary familiarity with Jewish holidays and with the broad strokes of Jewish history are 
taken for granted forms of ethnic knowledge among Jews in the U.S. and Germany, while 
experiences and memories of discrimination largely are not. Even after their arrival, Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrants largely did not adopt an understanding of Jewishness that was 
prevalent outside of the Soviet Union, namely as a religious practice. Irina emphasizes this when 
she shares that “I can't ever recall a time where it was about religion,” having spent more of her 
childhood in Germany than elsewhere. Nevertheless, she points out that theirs is not an 
understanding of Jewishness characterized by ignorance or ambivalence, but rather in a different 
set of history and practices, notably of struggle as a minority. While this experience was familiar 
to many Jews in Europe before the Holocaust, it represents the exception rather than rule for 
Jews living in the U.S. or Germany. The mismatch of these immigrants’ history and experience 
of being Jewish with that of their native-born peers’ shifts greater weight onto groupness as the 




Nationality, ethnicity and groupness 
Nationality rather than religion or ethnicity is the term used by immigrants from the 
former Soviet Union to describe Jewishness. The Soviet Union crafted a large number of sub-
national identities, Jewish among them, and employed them as political and legal categories 
more than a cultural or social one. Their externally constructed group identity not only shaped 
the perception and treatment of Jewish Soviet citizens, but also how they described themselves. 
While Jews in the U.S. and Germany will characterize themselves in ethnic and religious terms, 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants adopt national ones. Nationality served as a means of 
differentiating and categorizing ethnic groups. It is similar to the American and German uses of 
ethnic and religious terms in its capacity to categorize but differs most importantly in the 
historical context out of which it emerged. Religion and ethnicity are largely voluntary forms of 
identification and affiliation for Jews in the U.S. and Germany, while nationality represents an 
ascribed, legal designation. The historical and social contexts that gave rise to this are described 
later in this chapter, but here we focus on its relation to the construct of groupness. Daniel, whom 
we met at the beginning of this chapter, was settled in a small city in the former East Germany. 
He offers a straightforward definition of nationality as groupness, “an awareness of belonging to 
this ethnic group, to this nation”, and contrasts it with the more elaborate and substantive 
practice of religion, “the formalities, observing certain traditions or rituals” (See start of Ch 9). 
Eric offers a more expansive explanation. He came from Odessa when he was 13 and 
grew up in New York City, and offers a glimpse of his elementary school classroom in the 
historically diverse port city on the Black Sea. It illustrates how nationality was understood and 
employed, as well as the experience of confronting it there. He says: 
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And the way I found that out [that there was another Jewish student in my class in 
Odessa], actually that was the same way I found out that I was Jewish because, you 
know, we weren't raised with a Jewish culture at home, nobody certainly ever mentioned 
anything about it because it just wasn't part of life there. So, my anti-Semitic elementary 
school teacher or early grades teacher one day decided to go down the line and see if 
everybody knew what nationality they are. Of course, by nationality they don't mean the 
place where you were born but the place where your genes come from, so some kids were 
Russian, some kids were Ukrainian, some kids were Uzbeki and when she came to me, I 
didn't really know what I was and I was thinking 'Well, I'm born in Ukraine, I speak 
Russian', which is kind of like what every, I'll say less socially educated American goes 
through when they first meet me and they say 'Well, what are you?', 'Well, I'm...' but you 
don't speak the language. So, born in Ukraine, speak Russian, I'm either Ukrainian or 
Russian and she just came out and said it, 'You're a Jew' and so was one other kid in 
class. So, since then, there was actually, other less mature kids in class, there was some 
hostility towards me just because of the funny word that I was. [Laughing]  
Koby: What grade was that in? 
Eric: It must have been second, first or second grade, yeah. So, I was either 6 or 7.  
[R217 #00:28:54] 
 
Despite Odessa being home to many Jewish residents, Eric only learned of his Jewishness 
by chance in this encounter in grade school. While not representing the modal experience in the 
interviews I conducted, it was not an uncommon one among those who grew up in the years prior 
to the Soviet Union’s collapse. The teacher’s and his schoolmates’ conduct underscores why 
some parents chose not to educate or inform their children of their Jewish background. 
Nationality served as a categorical means of classification that did not permit hybrid 
identification. It was understood as a trait that reached beyond one’s place of origin or language, 
traits that often help answer the question where we come from geographically, historically or 
culturally and were central, as discussed later in this chapter, to the Soviet construction of 
nationality.  
Nationality functioned as a string of letters that held little a priori meaning for him. It 
drew its meaning at that moment only from the hostility directed at him by others, much like race 
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is employed in the U.S. Others reacted differently to him “just because of the funny word that I 
was”. As this and other similar reports indicate, while antisemitism typified the experience of 
these young immigrants’ parents and grandparents, those who were of school age before 
emigration often had first-hand experiences of it themselves as well. Experiencing antisemitism 
represented a primary shared experience among Jews in the Soviet Union, albeit one dictated by 
the actions and reactions of those outside of the group. 
Nicholas arrived in Germany from Odessa when he was four years old and settled in a 
small German city near the border with France and Belgium. In describing how he identifies, he 
shifts from speaking about religion to nationality and in doing so offers insight into the dynamics 
around them both:  
You need to understand, it’s also complicated, and in fact I’m not really religious either, 
actually I’m an atheist. I’ve grappled with questions of religion and god and all that, and 
it’s now even in fashion to be a bit atheist, but that’s not how it is with me. I’ve dwelt on 
it a while. Earlier I was believing (gläubig74), but in the meanwhile I’d say no. All of this 
isn’t for me. While I identify as a Jew, given that my mother is Jewish – and in the Soviet 
Union it counted as a nationality, it wasn’t just a faith, it was printed in your passport, 
nationality: Jewish. And it is a nationality to me. I’m fifty-fifty. I’m half Ukrainian, half 
Jewish. That how I see myself and that there once was a people, that came to Europe and 
remained nevertheless among themselves, and from a medical, from a genetic 
perspective, it’s a people. You can look at a lot of Jews and recognize them as Jews, from 
afar. You can tell by their face. With Germans you see that they’re German, with 
Russians you see that they’re Russian, and so on. Some say that it’s a religion, and I say 
it’s a both a religion as well as a nationality. And that’s why I can also say for myself, 
that I’m half Jewish without having a faith. I’m half Jewish, half Ukrainian, that’s how I 
see myself. And yeah, that’s how I define myself. Right, also – I see myself also as 
German because I have been living here for so long. [R120 #00:39:55#] 
 
                                                 
74 The common definition of gläubig is religious, however, there is little in the interview that otherwise supports that 
Nicholas was religious, and not in relation to Judaism in particular. Additional definitions of the word include 
believing and this definition appears more suitable to me. While I did not probe what he meant by gläubig, taken 
together with the rest of the interview, I believe he meant that here he refers to having reflected on the question of 
god and faith, as opposed to having subscribed to a specific set of beliefs or to a religion. 
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Nationality offers a mutually exclusive set of boxes available for checking off. Half-and-
half denotes part of one and part of another, but not a third, hybrid, formation that is composed 
of both but results in something different. Nicholas’ justification for considering Jews a 
distinctive group employs a vocabulary of biology to relate his thinking, as had Eric earlier as 
well. However, he also provides a rationale for this explanation that is entirely social: “there 
once was a people, that came to Europe and remained nevertheless among themselves.” Jews are 
Jews because they have consorted with other Jews offers a self-referencing definition that lacks 
the clarity or authority of medicine or genetics. Absent a commonly shared practice or trait that 
members of this group maintain in the present, both Eric and Nicholas turn to definitions of 
distinctiveness that naturalize group origin. It succeeds because it displaces the common tie 
among members of the group to one that occurred in the past and one that is passive, of genetics. 
Alternative explanations like networks, connectiveness or social capital capture the construction 
of relatedness among those who shared an ascribed, and stigmatized, identity, but are likely less 
familiar and lack the same cachet.  
Of course, nationality like ethnicity can reflect a shared culture and history, as it is 
commonly understood in countries like the U.S. and Germany. However, in the Soviet Union, as 
explained below, it was devised as a category emptied of substance. Being Jewish in terms of 
Soviet nationality meant merely being Jewish, a signifier and signified that were one and the 
same, with few cultural trappings we might otherwise associate with ethnic membership. 
Observers unfamiliar with Soviet cultural and political history might assume that if a term like 
‘nationality’ can serve as an alternative to religion, as those quoted above offered, it likely 
represents a regional formulation of nationalism, ethnicity or some cultural connection. Indeed, 
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some Russian-speaking immigrants, particularly those well inculcated by American and German 
educational systems, employ it in this form as well. This makes it easy to overlook the legacy of 
Soviet culture among immigrants.  
Groupness is defined as a sense of belonging, an awareness and, as I argue here, a feeling 
of being part of a group. The term groupness is useful because this amorphous sense may not be 
manifest in an object or practice. It distills an element of identity that we are otherwise familiar 
seeing intertwined with commonality. The Soviet Union encased a nebulous sense of belonging 
within political and legal structures, imparting it an independent existence as well as material 
form and consequence that it did not enjoy in countries like the U.S. and Germany. The Soviet 
construction of nationality drew heavily on political delineations of territory and the languages 
indigenous to them. The implication of this distinctive historical experience is that when seeking 
to understand the dynamics of ethnic identity among Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants, we 
need to take greater note of their expressions of groupness and how they relate to other elements 
of their ethnic identity. 
 
Groupness and Secularity in the Soviet Experience  
Religious practice and institutions suffered devastating diminution and displacement in 
early decades of the Soviet Union. Violent and recurring anti-religious campaigns in the 1920s 
and '30s targeted clergy and lay people, laying waste to both the leadership and influence of the 
Russian Orthodox Church and of other religious confessions, inclusive of Jewish ones 
(Luehrmann 2011: 2). Both the communal practice and infrastructure of those who subscribed to 
Judaism and those who supported an ardently secularist Yiddish-centered culture were 
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dismantled in the early decades of the Soviet Union. In the early 1930s, the state “no longer 
encouraged ‘the flowering of the nationalities’” (Gitelman 1988: 162). The Jewish Sections of 
the party were dissolved, their leadership purged, schools closed, and newspapers were shuttered. 
Christmas was replaced with New Year’s, and the calendar largely emptied of religious holidays. 
“Cultural planners of the 1920s and '30s acted out the logic of replacement by turning houses of 
worship into cinemas, and graveyards into parks, and by introducing socialist holidays to 
coincide with commonly observed religious ones” (Luehrmann 2011: 6). The social landscape 
was transformed and left devoid of religious influences. This differed substantively from the 
experience in western Europe and the U.S. Soviet atheists instead sought to create “an 
exclusively human community” animated by a “'scientific world view'” (Luehrmann 2011: 7) 
rather than to undermine the notion or practice of community itself.  In contrast to western, 
liberal democratic societies, “Soviet policymakers never thought of anyone's convictions as a 
private matter” (9). Its communitarian emphasis meant that it was “about building new 
communities as much as new selves” (5), viewing them as complementary aims rather than 
competing ones. 
Secularization theory posits that religion in Europe and the U.S. occupied one sphere 
among many that comprise social life (Casanova 1994). Religion remains part of the prevailing 
social discourse, often as the implied reference point of cultural change and debate, “the 
wallpaper in the mental furnishing department in which America lives, always in the room but 
barely noticed” (Martin Marty cited in Levitt, 2007: 10). Secularization in Soviet life, by 
contrast, was abrupt, violent and complete, and involved religion’s removal from the background 
and history against which social life played out. Secular as employed by emigrants from the 
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(former) Soviet Union means something different than it does in countries where the taken-for-
granted nature of religion that Marty references above still prevails. The lack of a separate term 
to summarize the Soviet conceptualization and experience of secularization complicates efforts 
to understand the experience of these immigrants, by obscuring one of the defining ways in 
which they differ from their proximal hosts. This is evident in interviews with young immigrants 
as with Julia a freshman in college, born in the U.S. to parents not long after they emigrated from 
Kiev. She related how foreign and unfamiliar religion was to her and her two close friends from 
high school, both also of similar immigrant parentage: 
You know, three best friends, and we're all raised to, honestly, we weren't raised on any 
serious grounds of religion. You know, we're not religious at all, what I'm sure you can 
tell but, so there's that. And, you know, it makes us very different from, for example, the 
people we met [in college] that are religious. Even if they're Russian, there's such a thick 
line between who we are and who they are because their ideas are so different to ours, 
like we don't even know what it's like to not go out on Friday nights. We don't know 
what's it like to keep kosher. We don't really know what's it like to, I've never been to 
shul, ever, you know, just because my family never enforced that on me, and I think that 
[my close friends too] are very similar family-like in a sense that, you know, and I'm not 
saying that it's the best thing that we grew up without any sort of serious religion but 
that's how we grew up and our households are so similar, our families are so similar. 
[R238 #01:26:04#]  
 
The absence of any practice or knowledge of religion is something Julia say that she and 
her friends share. They share it categorically, having never interacted with Jewish dietary laws, 
celebrated a Shabbat Friday night or attended a synagogue. Paradoxically, in their realization of 
its absence, for them it also constitutes a shared experience. She doesn’t “even know” what it is 
like to stay home on Friday night, underlining how elemental she perceives the practice to be in 
Jewish ritual life and yet how unfamiliar it remains to her. Interacting with those who are 
familiar with and even practice these religious rituals reveals that a social boundary, a “thick 
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line”, runs between them and both their non-immigrant peers and Russian-speakers who in the 
two decades since arrival have adopted religious practices. She assumed I would immediately 
recognize that she was “not religious at all” based on how she dressed, yet there was nothing 
distinctly non-religious in her presentation. She was correct to note that many religious Jews on 
her campus were recognizable by their dress, whether because of the ritual paraphernalia visible 
among men or the long skirts and sleeves common among women. Yet many are not. New York 
City, and the borough of Brooklyn in particular, where Julia and her friends were raised, is home 
to a large number and wide range forms of religious Jewish observance, and many religious Jews 
dress in a manner visually indistinguishable from her. While the opportunity to encounter this 
social boundary abounds, she came across it only once she arrived on campus. Even a passing 
familiarity with some more visible and notable religious practices had not entered the immigrant 
circles in which she grew up. 
Why this is so becomes clear once we understand the Soviet regard for religion. Few 
Russian-speaking Jews, however, took religion seriously. Nikita’s family arrived from Kiev 
when he was a toddler, along with his father’s extended family. His uncle was considerably older 
than his father and as a result his cousin, who had grown up in the Soviet Union, emigrated as an 
adult. Once Nikita got older they started to spend more time together, and, he said:  
[w]e kind of started talking more frequently I guess probably around when I started 
getting closer to college age cause before that just the age gap was big, but when we 
started we actually had the ability to hang out and stuff like that. So, starting a few years 
ago we started having regular kind of hanging out... He used to live by us here. But yeah, 
religion was interesting to him, he said he was raised without it. It was basically like 
vodoo where you know it exists, when you know some people believe in it and you know 
all the people do stuff, but nobody serious or mainstream, whatever, would be caught 
dead [doing it]. So, you knew something, that it was kind of a thing but nothing serious. 
So, he was shocked to come here and see that people actually really have religious beliefs 




Vera arrived at the age of 9, another young person among the stream of immigrants to 
New York City from the Ukrainian capital. She learned a similar lesson about religion from 
those around her. In the Soviet Union, she related, and here I paraphrase her words from my 
interview notes: 
Religious belief was considered childish. Like belief in fairy tales or ancient myths it 
represented a way of understanding the world that may have seemed sensible at a certain 
age or at a different time, but to which it would be absurd or laughable for an adult to 
subscribe [R224].  
 
Mark has a similar background to Vera, having arrived at the age of 8 from Kiev, but his 
family left nearly a decade later, and settled in Lübeck on the Baltic Sea coast of Germany. I 
spoke with him as he was nearing the end of his undergraduate studies and he offered a similar, 
if theoretically and loosely historically inflected, explanation. “Back then,” he said, 
religious authorities were the strongest powers. Today things have changed and it’s the 
political or even bio-political authorities. Back then you could accord credibility to a 
cow, and today its significance sinks precisely, I find, because of the entry of capitalism, 
of this secularization, and that’s why-- I also wasn’t raised with it. Back then in the USSR 
it was such that religion was forbidden-- not quite forbidden but minimized 
(kleingeschrieben), it wasn’t looked kindly upon and particularly Jewish religion. And 
that’s why weren’t not at all believers or somehow went to the synagogue. No, none of 
that. [R122 #01:50:58#] 
 
They each find a different way to relate the received wisdom about religion in the Soviet 
Union, describing it alternatively as fairy tales, voodoo or most benevolently as minimized, 
written small. The message in all of these formulations is the same: religion was demoted from a 
serious, even respectable undertaking to one a rational and reasonable person could hardly 
consider. The extent of what one should have known about it was that it existed. Venturing 
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beyond that may have been deemed worthy of another earlier age, but not befitting a Soviet 
adult.75 Russian-speaking Jews’ lack of familiarity, practice or comfort with religion is not only a 
product of state-directed persecution of Judaism and early Soviet Jewish institutions or prejudice 
against Jewish citizens, but a reflection of their socialization as Soviet citizens. The generation 
raised in the Soviet Union, as represented by Nikita’s cousin, was inculcated into this 
understanding of religion. As one might expect, therefore, the generation that followed, that of 
Nikita or perhaps best represented by Julia and her friends, has few entry points by which to 
engage with religion.  
Why does the presence or absence of religion matter if people describe themselves as 
secular? It informs how we make sense of their experience, compare it with that of others, and 
challenges our understanding of the meaning of term secular. The secular is made possible 
through the restriction of the religious to a discrete domain of social life (Casanova 1994). 
Religious belief and adherence have limited consequence for one’s social life, marking the 
independence of other social domains from that of religion. Secularism in America and Western 
Europe is often defined as “the absence of ‘religion’ in the public life of the modern nation-state” 
(Asad 2002: 5) and understood in terms of what it releases modern citizens from rather than what 
it requires of them. Fran Markowitz in her study of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants 
synthesizes these points when she notes that the secularism they encountered in the U.S. 
                                                 
75 Religion has experienced a rapid revival in the post-Soviet era, offering a positive national model and a set of 
public and civic mores to replace what the Soviet Union’s collapse took with it. Inclinations towards spirituality and 
superstition remain visible and active parts of public and privates lives in the former Soviet Union, among Jews 
(Laitin 2004) and non-Jews alike. There is much more to write about the complex relationship of Russian-speaking 
Jews with religion, however for our investigation, the target of Soviet repression was institutionalized religion, 




emphasized the freedom to choose not to do, with few expectations of the obligations and 
involvement that communal life, religious or otherwise, demands. “[S]ecular has come to be a 
functional synonym for uninterested, uninvolved as well as irreligious” (Markowitz cited in 
Ritterband 1997). The concept of a ‘civic religion’ acknowledges the need for a systematized 
formulation and organization of communal duties and practices, albeit one divorced from the 
divine. The use of ‘religion’ as more than a semantic device to describe a set of secular social 
relations, beliefs or practices underscores how religion continues to operate as a forceful 
reference category even as formal religious affiliations wanes. 
Multiple and conflicting demands are made of the term ‘secular’. To mean free of or not 
bound by religion acknowledges the presence of a religion whose demands might otherwise not 
have been ignored. The Soviet experience put a violent end to that assumption early in its 
history. The conventional meaning of secular, of course, applies to these immigrants’ experience, 
as they do not feel bound by religion. But it does not fully encompass their experience either, as 
there largely was no religion by which to feel bound. It is this social context in which they are 
raised, even when were born in the U.S. The historical circumstances are embedded in the 
understanding of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants of ‘secular’ but exceed the limits of the 
term.  Interviewees therefore made a point to instruct me about the differences between their 
conceptualization and familiarity with religion and what they assumed I understood it to be, 




Soviet Ethno-nationalism and Groupness 
Much of the research on Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants contextualizes pre-
migration Jewish national or ethnic identity only in light of antisemitism and the absence of 
public, religious life in the Soviet Union. Missing, however, is a broader context of 
institutionalized ethnic identity that informs the Jewish experience both in the Soviet Union and 
in its aftermath. Multicultural is not the adjective that comes to mind to describe the Soviet 
Union, yet the Soviet state viewed itself as a compilation of a dizzying array of nations. Fairs, 
museums and, most noticeably, the organization of its constituent republics celebrated the many 
different peoples that populated the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union legally recognized non-
Russian, minority nationalities as distinctive peoples, granting each their own territory, 
bureaucracy, linguistic and cultural institutions, or as illustrated in Slezkine’s delightful 
formulation, “If the USSR was a communal apartment, then every family that inhabited it was 
entitled to a room of its own” (1994: 434). Between 1928 and 1938 the number of non-Russian 
newspapers increased from 205 titles in 47 languages to 2,188 titles in 66 languages (439), as 
native languages most distinctly represented the national form in Soviet thinking (418). This 
included also imagining Russians as an ethnic group, and “the Party began to endow Russians 
with a national past, national language and an increasingly familiar national iconography, headed 
principally by Alexander Pushkin... celebrated as a great Russian, not a great revolutionary” 
(443). The frenzy of ethnic promotion subsided soon after but remained highly visible in the 
fifteen republics and multitude of autonomous regions that constituted the Soviet Union. The 
'coincidence of ethnographic and administrative borders' comprised the 'essence of Soviet 
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nationality policy' as the Bolsheviks reshaped boundaries within the territory of the formerly 
imperial Russia (427).  
Nationhood and nationality existed in the Soviet Union only “on the sub-state rather than 
state-wide level” (Brubaker 1994: 50), taking a different form than that nation-state characteristic 
of Europe and North America. Thus, while we largely speak of the ethnicity of subgroups within 
a country in the U.S. and Germany, their rough equivalent in the Soviet Union was nationality.76 
Soviet leadership “institutionalized a sense of ‘ownership’ of republics by ethnocultural nations, 
but they limited the political consequences of that sense of ownership” (66). This approach 
aimed to temper and defuse a potentially destabilizing force, and in doing so “promote[d] the 
long-term withering away of nationality as a vital component of social life” (49). While these 
republics on paper were “[c]onstitutionally, characterized as sovereign... [i]n practice, of course, 
centralized party and ministerial control sharply, although variably, limited the sphere of 
effective Republic autonomy” (53). The result was nations that served only as form but 
represented little by way of content. In practice, however, these groups and their institutions, 
while projecting the image of a kaleidoscope of cultures, wielded little influence with central 
state bodies, as they surrendered little autonomy to minority groups. A skeletal conception of 
nationality and ethnicity left them devoid of substantive embodiment. In fact, “the [Soviet] 
national form seemed to have become the content and because nationalism did not seem to have 
any content other than the cult of form” (Slezkine 1994: 450), distinguishing between the two 
became difficult if not impossible.  
                                                 
76 I use the term ‘ethnicity’ when discussing the U.S. and German context and ‘nationality’ in reference to the Soviet 
one. Only rough equivalence is implied to facilitate a discussion across, or rather within, contexts, that of 
immigrants who bring an understanding of identity shaped in the Soviet context into the U.S. or German one. 
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For an ideology and state that professed class to represent the sole meaningful social 
division, the reinforcement of national identities and borders appears anomalous. However, this 
paradox did not disturb those leading the construction of the Soviet Union. Lenin believed that 
“the surest way to unity in content was diversity in form. By 'fostering national cultures' and 
creating national autonomies, national schools, national languages and national cadres, the 
Bolsheviks would overcome national distrust and reach national audiences” (Slezkine 1994: 
420). Nationality was thus adopted as a crucial delivery mechanism, and to serve this end was 
rapidly cleared of substantive meaning itself. The reception of Yiddish schools illustrates this. 
While attracting a large number of students, the schools met disapproval among many Jewish 
parents as they were “Jewish in language only. As one Jewish communist noted approvingly, 
‘The very concept of ‘Jewish history’ is excluded from the school” and only the history of class 
struggles was taught (Gitelman 1988: 139).77  
The structures created to accommodate nationalities quickly came to serve as their own 
justification, resulting in a multitude of groups whose label represented their primary and most 
potent difference. Slezkine demonstrates the logic that emerged with the following “typical and 
perfectly circular” argument: “‘The fact that an ethnic group has its own national territory - a 
republic, province, district or village soviet - is proof that the ethnic group in question is an 
officially recognized nationality’... In the same way, the Jews became a true nation after the 
                                                 
77 However diluted, education in Yiddish represented a substantive cultural intervention, but one that, it is important 
to note, was short-lived. While enrollment surged in the 1920s, the next decade witnessed both the successes of 
assimilation and the fear of purges, which had “pervaded the entire society [and also] paralyzed Yiddish cultural 
activity... [By 1939 they had] reduced official Jewish activities to their lowest level since the revolution” (173). 
Coming on the heels of the devastating effects of World War II and the Holocaust, “Yiddish culture was destroyed 
by the arrest of several hundred Jewish cultural figures” between 1948-1953 as part the “Anti-Cosmopolitan” 




creation of the Jewish Autonomous district of Birobidzhan” (Slezkine 1994: 420), located in the 
eastern end of Russia near the border with China. These semantic shells were “[n]ations [that] 
were to be seen but not heard; [whose] culture... was to be ‘national in form but socialist in 
content’” (Brubaker 1994: 57). Nationality was transformed into an expression of groupness and 
was intended to have little if any distinctive meaning. Its distinctiveness drew from its 
categorical organization, being X meant you could not be Y, rendering hybrid identities an 
impossible construction. Nationality, however, was intended to impart a sense of belonging. It 
answered the question of to what one belonged, while socialism was to answer how to belong. 
Regardless of how successful nationality may have been as a mechanism for cultivating Soviet 
identity and unity, nationality, and by extension groupness, attained a higher, more robust and 
institutionalized public profile in Soviet life, one that had no analogue in countries like the U.S. 
and Germany. 
In the post-Stalin era, the promotion of form in place of content infiltrated aspects of 
Soviet life far beyond the construction of ethnic or national identity. The stilted and stylized 
formulations of Soviet pronouncements rendered much official language cliché, whether through 
the need to structure arguments in a prescribed and predictable manner, always pairing nouns 
with specific adjectives, or the necessary quotation of ideological texts.  “The performative 
dimension of authoritative discourse,” Alexei Yurchak argues, “started to play a much greater 
role than its constative dimension,” their statement of facts or descriptions of reality (2013: 25). 
So great an emphasis was placed on rhetorical formulation of pronouncements in public life that 
it rendered what was being said of little importance. Rhetorical performance did not necessarily 
reflect the speaker’s intentions, their understanding of reality or beliefs. Rather it instead 
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represented the “successful carrying out of ritualized acts... [that] enabl[ed] one to have a 
meaningful life, pursue interests, education, careers, ethical values, ideals and hopes for the 
future...” (286). Yurchak argues that the diminution of an expectation of meaning in official 
discourse created a vacuum that “enabled new forms of life, publics, persons, lifestyles, 
temporalities, spatialities, imaginary worlds, and visions of the future” (295).  
Sonja Luehrmann describes a similar set of expectations in her study of Soviet atheist 
propaganda of the 1960s and 1970s. “Soviet propaganda relied on a population not necessarily of 
convinced or enthusiastic followers, but of people who applied their own creativity to generate 
dogmatically correct statements and politically desirable events” (2011: 11), like programming 
and event planning at a culture club, library, house of political enlightenment, or other such 
institution. Success was defined by state institutions in terms of fidelity to a set template of 
pronouncements and practices. Once conformity had been demonstrated, ‘atheist missionaries’ 
had the space to cultivate an awareness, capacity and facility of didactic practices of their own 
fashioning, with little regard to their efficacy to persuade or rouse. These practices, Luehrmann 
argues, were applied towards atheist propaganda during Soviet times and then harnessed to 
propel a religious revival after its collapse. She draws out the similarity between these two very 
different instances in Soviet life to illustrate the importance of performance and presentation 
over meaning, both as a restrictive element of public life, and perhaps unexpectedly and 
ironically, prefiguring the transition that was to come.  
The pervasiveness and centrality of systems of superficial representation in the Soviet 
Union leave distinct traces in the expression of 1.5 and second-generation immigrants, 
specifically in the employment of nationality. Despite coming of age in the U.S. and Germany 
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many maintain a vocabulary and conceptualization shaped by the Soviet experience in describing 
their own ethnic identities. Groupness persists in playing a larger role in shaping the ethnic 
identity of Russian-speaking Jews not only because religion was vanquished as a social 
influence. Nationality, as a conception of group belonging that they learned from their parents’ 
generation, persists to play an important role, understood as a dominant, unavoidable and highly 
visible social, political and cultural construct.  
 
Nation an antonym of belonging? 
Soviet repression reached deep into citizens’ personal lives, shaping life within the home 
as well. The home represented “the only legitimate place for the transmission of religious 
values” (Tamara Dragadze (1993) cited in Luehrmann 2011: 9) in Soviet life. The elimination of 
religion from the Soviet public sphere meant that the practice of being Jewish, of exploring, 
celebrating and identifying with an unsanctioned culture occurred in the home. However, the 
Soviet home proved an unstable staging ground for inter-generational transmission. Jewish 
parents were often fearful of relating knowledge of Jewish tradition, history or of the Yiddish 
language, and sought to shield their children from the exclusion they had experienced by 
teaching their children little if anything of what they knew.  
The linking of nationality to citizens’ legal standing created openings for secondary 
policies that extended its reach and influence beyond mere formalities. Ethnic nationality in the 
Soviet Union also served as “an obligatory and mainly ascriptive legal category, a key element 
of an individual’s legal status” (Brubaker 1994: 53), one that adhered to the individual citizen, 
rather than a group to which one might adhere. “One's name and propiska [internal passport] 
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could be changed, nationality could not. By the end of the decade [the 1930s] every Soviet child 
inherited his nationality at birth: individual ethnicity had become a biological category 
impervious to cultural, linguistic or geographic change” (Slezkine 1994: 444). Particularly for 
Jewish Soviet citizens, legal classifications that would follow them for a lifetime proved 
consequential. The fifth line of citizens’ internal passport became synonymous with 
discrimination, as educational and occupational opportunity and advancement were often 
restricted based on one’s classification as a Jew. While exposure to the Holocaust and Soviet 
antisemitism served as a shared experience and basis for identification for some, for others it was 
to be avoided. Victoria arrived from Kiev to New York when she was four years old. She related 
how her grandfather and then her father changed their names to mask their Jewish background:  
… my grandpa only changed his first name but his last name was Kanievsky. I’m not 
sure if it’s Jewish or not but my dad definitely had a different last name.… he obviously 
grew up at a time where he clearly understood antisemitism. He experienced it, a lot of 
his relatives and friends died so I know that his mother had – well, she lost her husband, 
so she spent the rest of her life not married but with a man that she met after the war who 
had also seen like horrible tragedies, so he grew up knowing about all that. He was very 
afraid of letting his children see that. So, if he were to speak Yiddish to his mom and then 
my mom would ask, ‘Oh, what language is that?’ he’d answer, ‘That’s Russian.’ You 
know, they really didn’t want my mom to know that they were Jewish. [R230 #0:31:23#] 
 
Oleg also came to New York City when he was four, only he emigrated from Odessa, and 
recounted the rapid decline of Yiddish across generations. “I’ll tell you a story that’ll pretty well 
represent that,” he started. “My great grand mom, my grandma’s mom, she spoke Yiddish, and I  
believe she did some more Jewish customs. After seeing the horrors of World War II, she 
said, I’m not teaching my daughter Yiddish, you need to assimilate, we're not going to be 
talking Jewish anymore. And so, from that point on you might – I always asked my grand 
mom if she speaks Yiddish and of course I wanted to learn, it’s a beautiful language but 




They relate that inter-generational transmission within families was short-circuited, 
serving as a contributing factor to rapidly waning ethnic knowledge and identity. While the 
ideological fidelity of some Jewish Soviets who were committed to the state project and to the 
dismantling of Jewish community institutions played a role, these younger immigrants recall 
stories they have been told about how mechanisms of social control were internalized and 
deployed in the privacy of the home. Nationality as a marker of belonging had been hollowed out 
through state policies, but for some its development was also stalled from within. The decisions 
to minimize ethnic difference, adopt native sounding names or forego speaking their native 
language represent steps Jewish immigrants in the United States also undertook, only they 
facilitated access to a better life rather than representing tactics meant to avoid a terrible one. The 
void in ethnic knowledge across generations serves as a poignant reminder of the tragedy that 
befell others in their family. Immigration plays a role in how these young immigrants learn of it, 
given their family’s demonstrated intent was to avoid relating this knowledge, identification and 
vulnerability to them. Immigration transforms these details about their families into intriguing 
and colorful family lore. Stories like those quoted here or reflections from those who learned 
only by accident that they were Jewish at all, like Eric’s story above, were notable and not 
infrequent, although this study is poorly suited to measure its incidence, particularly across 
multiple generations of Soviet and post-Soviet Jews. These examples, however, highlight the 
difference in the anatomy of their sense of groupness from that of native-born Jews in liberal 
democratic societies, like the U.S. The ‘thin’ ethnicity of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants 
did not result from a slow decline in inter-generational transmission, nor in the voluntary 
prioritization of a mainstream culture that offered greater opportunities for expression or 
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advancement. The low level of institutional affiliation and substantive ethnic or religious 
knowledge that these immigrants share with some of their native-born peers, masks very 
different paths that brought them there. 
 
Conclusion 
Groupness fits neatly into the primary modes of identification and communication in 
Soviet culture. As a sense of belonging defined exclusively by boundaries it was drafted to the 
service of cultural reproduction. Nationality was reduced to a categorical formulation, a conduit 
for socialist content, while religion, deemed ill-suited for such a role, was denigrated and 
marginalized. Groupness was legally and politically promoted independently of commonality, as 
a sense of group identification that was cultivated separately from shared beliefs or practices. 
The erosion of distinctive ethnic and religious cultural life was due in no small part from the 
active, and often violent, efforts of the Soviet state.78 What makes this episode of social conflict 
remarkable is that the Soviet state sought to maintain distinctive forms of ethnic and religious 
life in name, even as it challenged them as a form of practice. By contrast, symbolic ethnicity in 
the West is viewed as a phase in waning identification, only steps removed from social 
extinction.  It is a form of ethnicity that imposes or inserts few if any beliefs, attitudes or 
practices that substantively shape one’s life as distinctive from that of others’. The experience of 
Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants challenges us to consider the historical and transnational 
reference categories implied in groupness in both the sending and receiving contexts. Many 
                                                 
78 State intervention is visible in an American context as well, where communal associations, often religiously and 
ethnically defined, are granted legal and financial privileges. 
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Soviet minorities were subject to category-based ethnic or national identities, even if Jewish 
Soviet citizens experienced them more harshly than most. In the receiving context, the Soviet 
formulation of groupness has enjoyed an outsized influence in the construction of group identity 




Chapter 10: Conclusion 
 
When Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants emigrated from the (former) Soviet Union, 
they left behind an understanding of Jewish belonging largely defined by state-sponsored 
antisemitism. In Germany and the U.S., the 1.5 and second-generations grew up free of the 
stigmatization and exclusion their parents faced. Initially immigrants and the native-born Jewish 
community were in close contact: immigrants benefited materially from the assistance, 
information and resources Jewish organizations could offer, and the organizations, and the 
community they represent, enjoyed a revivification of their mission and identity. The service-
oriented exchange between these groups did not mature into a mutual cultural exchange, with 
each group learning new ways of expressing and experiencing group belonging, understanding 
the meaning that can be attached to these ways of being Jewish, and cultivating new, deeper, 
more equitable relationships. Organizations of the established native-born community did not, on 
the whole, come to understand of the historical background, communal strengths and cultural, 
rather than material, needs of the immigrants they assisted. Instead they largely expected them to 
assimilate existing communal norms. The interplay between the gap in expectations, minimal 
overlap in immigrant and native-born social networks, and few commonalities meant that with 
time the groups drew apart. As a result, the 1.5 and second-generations grew up largely outside 
of the social networks and institutions of the native-born Jewish community, even as their 
educational and occupational attainment came to resemble their native-born co-ethnic peers’.  
The home life of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants differs, however. The people who 
raised them in the U.S. and Germany spoke in accented English or German and often preferred to 
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speak Russian. But more substantively, the expectations of close of family ties, and the social 
practices that produce and reproduce this family dynamic differ from those of their native-born 
peers, Jewish and non-Jewish. Like language, dress or diet, family is encountered daily, but as a 
largely private practice; the distinctiveness it signals registers with immigrants but not their 
native-born peers, as they do not often meet in one another’s homes. Yet, family as a distinctive 
mode of social relations is not unique to Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants alone. It 
demarcates social distance from the mainstream in Germany and the U.S. for other immigrant 
groups as well. The emphasis on personal autonomy and individualism, particularly in relation to 
family, in the U.S. and Germany contrasts with the greater weight placed on communitarian 
values in many sending countries apart from the (former) Soviet Union. 
Brubaker and Cooper’s work sets in relief the contours of Russian-speaking Jewish 
immigrants’ ethnic identity and deepens our understanding of it. Despite their rapid integration 
into American and German society, the 1.5 and second-generations continue to register a 
connection with co-ethnics and articulate it with earnestness and feeling. This sense of 
groupness, in the language of Brubaker and Cooper’s reconsideration of identity theory, is multi-
layered. Their identification as Jewish relates them to other, native-born Jews, and their 
identification as Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants connects them to others who left the 
(former) Soviet Union at the same time. The lack of shared social networks, connectedness in 
Brubaker and Cooper’s typology, means identification is not reinforced through interpersonal 
interaction. And they often differ in their understandings of what it means to be Jewish given the 
limited set of religious beliefs and ethnic practices held in common, their commonalities. These 
elements reinforce one another: limited social contact makes it difficult to learn about one 
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another and develop shared ethnic practices; few commonalities mean fewer inducements and 
opportunities to meet one another.  
The unanimity in the use of the term ‘Jewish’ to describe native-born and immigrants 
Jews, despite the yawning gap between them, demonstrates the capaciousness of the term. 
Groupness’s lack of content imbues it with an extraordinary flexibility, allowing each group to 
invest it with its own set of meanings. The emotional dimension of groupness endows it with 
considerable strength, a capacity to maintain a sense of kinship among immigrant and native-
born Jews despite their many differences. Groupness is typically bound up in its other elements, 
appearing more as the glue or the trimming than one of its central features. Indeed, groupness 
rarely emerges to be seen in full view, and when it does it often appears as an artifact of a faded 
identity. Brubaker and Cooper’s typology affords it independent standing, and presents 
groupness as a necessary component of a robust group identity. This equips us to investigate the 
emotional element of group identity, without demoting it to a symptom of “symbolic identity” 
(Gans 1979). Instead of assuming that we are observing the glow of a just-expired star, we may 
instead recognize groupness as a marker of a group whose present ethnic manifestations differ 
from what they did in the past, and quite likely will differ in the future – as a feature of a group 
in transition, both geographically and culturally.  
The identities of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants and their native-born co-ethnic 
peers largely converge around a shared sense of groupness. Immigration can serve as a resource 
in other domains of ethnic identity, namely commonality and connectedness, as all elements of 
group membership are products of ongoing reproduction, and are reinforced, altered or 
abandoned over time. Immigration can shift the locus of identity construction away from 
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boundaries and an awareness of differences between the native-born and immigrants and instead 
draw our attention to the practices, attitudes and beliefs held in common. Immigration can be 
employed in the production of a transformed, enriched and contemporary understanding of group 
belonging, one that better reflects the expanded composition of the group, inclusive of both 
immigrants and native-born, and the ties that bind its enlarged membership to one another. 
Diversity among group members does not imply the obliteration of difference or uniqueness, but 
rather represents a fuller recognition that despite differences in their histories and present 
conditions, members of the expanded group share much with and benefit from their engagement 
with one another. A deepened awareness and appreciation of their similarities and differences 
can affect our understanding of what it means to be Jewish in Germany and the U.S. 
This study’s findings include many of the same elements of Russian-speaking Jewish 
identity Larissa Remennick lists in the introduction to her study (2007). However, they differ in 
several notable respects. First, while Remennick describes “ambition for excellence and 
achievement” as the “pinnacle” of ethnic identity (25), this study finds that the absence of 
systemic antisemitism in school and the workplace has mitigated the need for the 1.5 and second-
generations to prove their worth and secure their place in the receiving society. While these 
younger immigrants continue to pursue higher education at high rates, similar to their parents, 
they do not exhibit the same “ambition” or striving that Remennick describes. Indeed, Kasinitz et 
al. found that Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants favored CUNY and SUNY schools, along 
with local, Tier II private college (2008: 161, 164), preferencing affordable options that allowed 
them to remain close to home to more expensive – and more prestigious – schools, often out of 
state. Absent the need to demonstrate their merit or contribution to the mainstream, the locus of 
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the expression of ethnic identity shifts to the home. Remennick also emphasizes the role of close 
family ties play in ethnic identity and emphasizes its origins in the Soviet Jewish experience. In 
this study, we find evidence of the successful transmission of this shared value and practice in 
the succeeding generations that have been socialized largely, if not entirely, outside of the 
(former) Soviet Union. Its meaningfully influences their attitudes and behaviors. They develop 
different expectations of how parents and children, and adults and youth more generally, could 
and should interact. This affects not only their choice of college or residence, but as this study 
suggests, how they conceived of the distinctiveness of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants as 
compared with native-born Jews and non-Jews. Finally, this study also differs from Remennick’s 
in disaggregating “the sense of common destiny and in-group solidarity” (2007: 28) from other 
shared traits. It categorizes their awareness of social boundaries, of being part of an in-group and 
the existence of out-groups, as groupness, rather than an additional form of commonality. In 
doing so, we are better able to understand their shared identification as Jewish with native-born 
peers despite their many differences in practices and beliefs, and the minimal overlap in their 
social networks. The sense of in-group solidarity includes, on one level, Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrants, but extends further as well, including a broader category of co-ethnics, 
immigrant and non-immigrant Jews. 
A comparative approach was central to this study, allowing it to account for the unique 
and different “combination of conditions” (Ragin 1987: 35) in Germany and the U.S. Discussion 
of the immigrant experience in Germany often emphasizes the role religion plays as a gatekeeper 
to community resources and identification. However, the comparison with the U.S. indicates that 
religion, while important, does not play a decisive role. Despite the presence of multiple liberal 
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streams of Judaism in the U.S. and the existence of an extensive network of non-denominational 
community organizations, immigrants’ identification with the mainstream Jewish community in 
the U.S. shares many characteristics with the community in Germany. Similarly, discussion of 
the group’s experience in the U.S. underlines the key role Jewish community groups played in 
finding housing, offering employment assistance and providing social services to new 
immigrants. Working closely with immigrants immediately upon arrival should have positioned 
the native-born Jewish community to forge sustained ties with them afterward as well. In 
Germany, by contrast, these benefits were delivered primarily by state agencies; Jewish 
organizations typically engaged immigrants months after their initial arrival, once they had left 
dormitories in absorption centers, and moved into neighboring cities. Yet, the relationships 
between immigrants and their native-born co-ethnics in the U.S. and Germany are notably 
similar despite differences in the timing and type of aid provided. A comparative approach 
allows us to contextualize the role of community and state institutions in each setting and 
understand the influence they likely wielded in shaping the immigrant experience.  
Many of the terms used to describe this group of immigrants obscure rather than deepen 
our understanding of the 1.5 and second-generations. For example, Russian implies a connection 
to a language that is rapidly attenuating or to a country with which their connection is tenuous at 
best. Jewish implies religious engagement, which among this group is often absent, or a secular 
disposition, which devoid of a historical context is easily misread. This might lead us to conclude 
that this group has few distinctive practices that inform their daily life, that it possesses a ‘thin’ 
culture, in Zvi Gitelman’s formulation, anchored only in abstract ideas, values and attitudes and 
lacking concrete, diurnal manifestations. This study instead suggests that the expectation and 
325 
 
practice of close family ties produces a sense of distinctiveness among 1.5 and second-generation 
immigrants. While these family dynamics figured prominently in Soviet and Soviet Jewish life, 
antisemitism played a more influential role in reproducing social boundaries between Jews and 
other citizens. Immigration altered the context in which the younger generation grew up, 
sheltered from the antisemitism their parents and grandparents encountered, and embedded in a 
society where individual autonomy and self-realization are cultivated. The greater emphasis they 
place on communitarian values, visible in their family practices, contrasts with the host society in 
Germany and the U.S. It now serves as a source of distinctiveness, in relation to both Jewish and 
non-Jewish native-born peers. However, these practices are not unique to Russian-speaking 
Jewish immigrants and are common to many others who immigrate from societies that place less 
stress on individualism. Their distinctiveness is relative. When the reference group is native-born 
Jewish and non-Jewish peers, family practices promote a sense of distinctiveness, while when it 
is other immigrant groups, it can highlight shared attitudes, behaviors and values.  
In the next generation, this formulation of ethnic identity will likely attenuate, as values, 
interpretations and understandings particular to the group are increasingly shared by other who 
are immigrants but not necessarily co-ethnics. Gitelman describes a similar outcome in his 
description of ‘thin culture’ due to the absence of a proximal, physical practice to reproduce a 
distinctive identity. This study locates such a practice but recognizes the difficulty Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrants will face in replicating the condition that made it distinctive, namely 
immigration. Close family ties are a distinctive characteristic relative to some groups, but not 
others. Its uneven quality suggests its potentially limited utility in replicating a sense of 
distinctiveness among a future generation that will have had no direct experience of immigration.  
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The focus on ethnic identity’s future, diverts attention from conditions under which ‘thin 
culture’ can prove beneficial. Ya’akov Ro’i offers that the ‘thin’ quality of ethnic identity indeed 
represented a strength in the context of Soviet life. “Perhaps it would not be an exaggeration to 
argue that precisely its tenuousness and lack of defined character enabled this culture to survive 
despite the stubborn attempts of the regime to strip Jews of their culture and any positive 
dimension or means by which to express solidarity” (Ro’i 2012: 74). Despite its shortcomings, 
Soviet Jewish ‘thin culture’ was well suited to its environment. The diminution of its utility and 
potency upon emigration illustrate the contingency of ethnic identity on social context, rather 
than its inherent weakness or strength. This recalls Stephen Cornell’s assertion that no 
community is more or less ethnic than another; “variation lies in the nature of the bonds they 
share, not in any degree of ethnicity” (1996: 272). 
The capacity of the components of ethnic identity to nurture a sense of distinctiveness 
and a feeling of belonging depends in part on the social context. The end of the Soviet Union 
happily stripped Russian-speaking Jewish ethnic identity of a key contextual factor against which 
it struggled, and developed, institutionalized antisemitism. But immigration produced a ready 
replacement, accentuating the ways in which their family practices differed from those of their 
native-born peers. This illustrates Joanna Nagel’s writing that cultural repertoires are not only 
inherited but determined: “keeping some tools already in the kit, discarding others, adding new 
ones” (1994: 162). By extension, the choices that will or even could be made are often difficult 
to foresee. Family succeeds in reshaping Russian-speaking Jewish identity upon immigration not 
only because of its distinctiveness in a new society, but because American and German 
immigration policies shaped the configuration of the family, and in doing so its capacity as a 
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cultural and material resource. Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants reaped multiple benefits 
from their arrival as refugees, most prominent among them the ability for families to arrive as 
units, which often included grandparents as well. For children, the practice of maintaining close 
family ties could be instilled as a constitutive part of daily life, and not an infrequent social 
practice. For parents raising young children, the 1.5 and second generations, grandparents living 
nearby meant free, reliable childcare at a time when they had little time or money to spare. 
Family ties continue to play a meaningful role in the lives of the 1.5 and second generations long 
after the need for childcare has passed and, for many, financial struggles have been resolved in 
part due to the regular and substantive interaction that immigration policies availed. Family 
maintains a prominent position in the ethnic identity of this group, because it counts as one of the 
group’s commonly held practices, a primary form of their connectedness and is reinforced 
through state policy as well as longstanding group values.  
The arrival of Russian-speaking Jewish immigrants to Germany and the U.S. mobilized 
an extensive communal apparatus that supported their resettlement and integration into the host 
societies. The 1.5 and second-generations have found considerable success. The persistence of 
‘thin culture’ after immigration, often linked with their less successful integration into native-
born Jewish communities, is not an inevitable outcome. It reflects the strength of immigrants’ 
established values and practices, but also the native-born community’s lack of success in 
cultivating a sustained relationship with immigrants once their initial, material needs were met. 
From the perspective of their native-born peers, immigrants’ deficits largely defined their ethnic 
identity. An awareness and appreciation of immigrants’ achievements often lagged. the possible 
range of diverse and creative efforts to engage immigrants is being demonstrated in efforts aimed 
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at the 1.5 and second-generations as they have entered parenthood themselves. As they seek 
ways to transmit to their children, the third generation, the attitudes, beliefs and behaviors that 
they have found meaningful, they have drawn on both their parents, as well as an array of new 
organizations and initiatives. The success of these organizations and their impact on the ethnic 
identity of both the 1.5 and second-generations as well as their children is yet to be seen, but they 
display new approaches to familiar challenges.  
For these immigrants, the daily, private practices of family have served as a source of 
distinction from the Jewish and non-Jewish mainstream in Germany and the U.S., but not other 
groups, often immigrants like themselves, who prioritize communitarian values and behaviors 
over the individualistic culture of the receiving society. The successful integration of Russian-
speaking Jewish immigrants in mainstream institutions, like schools and the workforce, offers 
little indication that they will not integrate as fully into other sectors of the social mainstream, 
affecting their familial practices as well. The future of a meaningful and consequential sense of 
belonging among group members will depend not only on the choices they make and actions 
they take, but on the opportunities and hurdles they encounter from the state, the co-ethnic 
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